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Glossary 

Action Area – The Coverage Area (defined below) described within the Thunder Basin 

Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association’s (Association’s) Conservation Strategy (defined 

below).  The Action Area is considered as the area of analysis in this environmental assessment.  

In this case, the terms ‘Action Area’ and ‘Coverage Area’ are used synonymously.   

Adaptive Management – A systematic approach for improving resource management by 

learning from management outcomes, including exploring alternative ways to meet management 

objectives, monitoring to identify impacts of management actions, etc.  In the case of the 

Conservation Strategy, potential changes in Conservation Measures (defined below) 

implemented on Enrolled Property (defined below) will be identified through a formal evaluation 

process in collaboration with the Conservation Advisory Committee (defined below) and the 

Service. 

Anti-coagulant Rodenticides – Products such as Rozol™ and Kaput™ are often used for prairie 

dog control.  Due to the potential for above-ground exposure to un-ingested bait or affected 

prairie dogs, anticoagulant rodenticides present a substantial risk to non-target species, such as 

hawks and other predators.  Anti-coagulant rodenticides may not be used on properties enrolled 

in the Conservation Strategy.   

Assurances – Regulatory certainty provided by the Service that it will not impose additional 

requirements for Conservation Measures or restrictions on the use of land, water, or resources 

beyond those agreed upon in the Conservation Strategy as part of the voluntary conservation 

actions committed to by participating parties that benefit the Covered Species (defined below), 

even if any such species become listed in the future under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 

(ESA), as amended, 16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq., unless they consent to such changes.  

At-risk Species –Species, subspecies, and populations identified by the Service that, without 

additional conservation actions, are likely to become candidates for listing under the ESA.  

Biological Opinion – A document issued as part of the Section 7 consultation process stating the 

opinion of the Service on whether or not a federal action is likely to jeopardize the continued 

existence of listed species or result in the destruction or adverse modification of critical habitat 

(i.e., post-listing).   

Candidate Conservation Agreement (CCA) – Formal, voluntary agreement between the 

Service and one or more parties to implement specific actions designed to reduce or remove 

identified threats to At-risk species, including species proposed or classified as candidates for-

0rfd listing under the ESA, so that such a listing may not be necessary.  The Service enters into 

CCAs primarily with federal agencies (e.g., Bureau of Land Management [BLM], U.S. Forest 

Service [USFS]) and states, but other entities such as tribes or private property owners (e.g., the 

Association) also may participate.  Participants (defined below) do not receive a permit (defined 
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below) or Assurances (defined above) from the Service regarding additional conservation 

requirements in the event that species covered in the CCA become listed under the ESA in the 

future, though they do have a high degree of certainty that no such additional requirements will 

be issued due to their voluntary participation in the CCA. 

Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CCAA) – Formal, voluntary 

agreement between the Service and one or more non-federal property owners (i.e., private or 

state).  The Participants voluntarily implement Conservation Measures to benefit At-risk species, 

candidate species, or species proposed for listing under the ESA.  Participants, or their governing 

body in the case of an ‘Umbrella’ or ‘Programmatic’ agreement (e.g., the Association), receive a 

permit containing Assurances from the Service that additional Conservation Measures above and 

beyond those contained in the agreement will not be required and that additional land, water, or 

resource use limitations will not be imposed upon them should a Covered Species become listed 

under the ESA in the future, unless they consent to such changes.   

Certificate of Inclusion (CI) – A document issued by the governing body holding a Section 

10(a)(1)(A) permit, in this case the Association, to a Participant in the Conservation Strategy that 

establishes the terms or conditions that must be adhered to for enrolled non-federal property.  

The CI also conveys coverage for incidental take in the event that a Covered Species is listed in 

the future, and regulatory Assurances to the Participant regarding future conservation 

requirements.   

Certificate of Participation (CP) – A document typically issued by the federal agency that has 

entered into a CCA with the Service.  In this case, the Association will act as the agent 

responsible to enroll Participants in the Conservation Strategy who have Enrolled Property with 

federal interests (defined below).  This certificate, issued to a voluntary Participant in the 

Conservation Strategy, establishes the terms or conditions that must be adhered to for Enrolled 

Property with a federal interest.  Participants receive a high level of certainty, but not regulatory 

Assurances, from the Service that additional Conservation Measures above and beyond those 

contained in the agreement will not be required of them in the event that a species covered in the 

CCA is listed under the ESA in the future.  Coverage for incidental take of species covered in the 

CCA is conveyed by way of the Incidental Take Statement provided within the associated 

Biological Opinion. 

Changed Circumstances – Activities or circumstances that arise after certificates have been 

signed that require the Association and the Service to reassess and possibly revise the 

Conservation Measures being implemented in the affected location.  

Conference Opinion – A document issued at the end of a formal conferencing process stating 

the opinion of the Service regarding the likely impact of an action on candidate species or 

species proposed for listing, or on proposed critical habitat (i.e., pre-listing).  Should such listing 

occur, the Service will evaluate the Conference Opinion for sufficiency and, if found to be 
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adequate, formally adopt the Conference Opinion as a Biological Opinion, thereby implementing 

the associated Incidental Take Statement. 

Conservation Advisory Committee – A committee established through an interagency 

Memorandum of Understanding and including experts from the Service, resource managers from 

federal and state agencies, academic experts, biologists with regional expertise, and multiple 

non-governmental organizations.  Among other responsibilities, committee members would 

review and provide expert recommendations regarding the content and sufficiency of 

conservation plans (i.e., CI/CP applications) for Participants under the Conservation Strategy. 

Conservation Agreement (CA) – Voluntary agreements between the Service and one or more 

Participants (e.g., Association, BLM, USFS) who own or have management control of property 

within one or both of the defined potential mineral development areas where future acquisition of 

a lease, license, permit, contract, or other instrument with a federal agency is reasonably 

foreseeable.  As for the CCA, Participants receive a high level of certainty, but not regulatory 

Assurances, from the Service regarding the potential requirement for additional Conservation 

Measures should the species become listed under the ESA in the future. 

Conservation Measures – Group of land management actions that would be implemented to 

eliminate or minimize threats, including those caused by Covered Activities (defined below), or 

to enhance, restore, or maintain habitat to provide a net conservation benefit (defined below) for 

one or more of the species covered under the Conservation Strategy. 

Conservation Priority Area – Areas of emphasis for implementing Conservation Measures 

within the Action Area where meaningful long-term conservation benefit is likely to be achieved 

for the Covered Species.  The Conservation Advisory Committee will work collaboratively to 

identify these areas for the Covered Species.  

Conservation Strategy – The integrated landscape conservation plan consisting of a CCAA, 

CCA, and CA, as defined above.  This approach is intended to achieve a net conservation benefit 

by eliminating or minimizing threats to the Covered Species while enhancing, restoring, or 

maintaining habitats upon which they depend.  The Conservation Strategy be implemented 

across multiple jurisdictions (private, state, federal) within the two primary ecosystems 

(sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie) occurring in the Action Area.  Four species within each 

ecosystem are covered under the Conservation Strategy (see species assemblages, below).  

Coverage Area – The area defined within the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem 

Association’s Conservation Strategy within which Participants may enroll their property.  The 

Coverage Area encompasses approximately 13.2 million largely contiguous acres of private, 

state, and federal property spanning northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana.  

Specifically, the area includes a block of five counties in northeastern Wyoming, two qualifying 

peripheral properties within portions of three counties in southeastern Montana, and additional 

qualifying peripheral properties within a 10-mile wide area spanning portions of seven additional 
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counties located immediately west and south of the five-county block in Wyoming.  In this case, 

the terms ‘Coverage Area’ and ‘Action Area’ are used synonymously. 

Covered Activities – For the purpose of this analysis, such activities consist of Conservation 

Measures to be implemented by: Association members participating in or allowing farming, 

ranching, and recreation on Enrolled Property; Association members participating in surface 

mining/in-situ mining on Enrolled Property, including future operations within a Potential Coal 

Development Area (defined below); and Association members participating in oil and gas 

production on Enrolled Property, including future activities in a Potential Oil and Gas 

Development Area (defined below).  Note that the Conservation Measures themselves may be 

implemented off Enrolled Property elsewhere within the Coverage Area; e.g., in Conservation 

Priority Areas or other areas intended to maximize benefits.   

For the purposes of identifying threats to Covered Species and issuing future permits relative to 

take (defined below), Covered Activities on Enrolled Property within the Coverage Area also 

would include a wide variety of operations (e.g., topsoil removal and haulage, construction 

[facilities, roads, fences, power lines, etc.]) associated with participating energy producers (i.e., 

surface/in-situ mining, oil and gas), recreation, use of vehicles on and off roads, and agricultural 

activities, such as farming, livestock grazing and production, etc.   

Covered Species – Four sagebrush steppe species and four shortgrass prairie species for which 

the Conservation Strategy is designed to provide a net conservation benefit.  The Covered 

Species assemblages are defined as the Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage and Shortgrass Prairie 

Assemblage.   

Durable Conservation Benefit – This term is used to convey the concept of not only achieving 

net conservation benefit for At-risk species or their habitats, but also the strategic process of 

identifying those places on the landscape where conservation is most likely to be maintained 

over time.  That is, achieving both conservation benefit in terms of habitat features, but also 

achieving the likelihood of maintaining those features over time. 

Energy Production Companies – Coal mining companies and conventional oil and gas 

producers.  

Enrolled Property – Participating members’ property identified for inclusion in the 

Conservation Strategy, as described in each member’s CI or CI/CP.  A Participant may amend 

their CI or CI/CP to enroll additional property at any time prior to a listing of a Covered Species 

under the ESA. 

Federal Interest – Occurs when a federal agency funds, authorizes, or carries out a program or 

project on private or federal lands, including the issuance of leases, licenses, permits, contracts, 

or other instrument.  The interest applies to both surface (lands) and sub-surface (mineral 

resources) property.  
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Harass – An intentional or negligent act or omission which creates the likelihood of injury to 

wildlife by annoying it to such an extent as to significantly disrupt normal behavioral patterns 

which include, but are not limited to, breeding, feeding, or sheltering (50 Code of Federal 

Regulations [CFR] Part 17.3).  Harass is one component of the legal definition of “take” under 

the ESA. 

Harm – An act which actually kills or injures wildlife.  Such an act may include significant 

habitat modification or degradation where it actually kills or injures wildlife by significantly 

impairing essential behavioral patterns, including breeding, feeding, or sheltering (50 CFR Part 

17.3).  Harm is one component of the legal definition of “take” under the ESA. 

Incidental Take – Taking of a species listed as threatened or endangered under the ESA that is 

otherwise prohibited, if such taking is incidental to, and not the purpose of, the carrying out of an 

otherwise lawful activity.  For example, should an individual destroy a nest of a Covered Species 

in the course of moving cattle from one pasture to another, the ‘taking’ of that nest would be 

considered incidental to an entirely lawful activity – in this case, the moving of cattle.  Coverage 

for incidental take is conveyed via a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit for Participants in a CCAA; 

coverage for incidental take that occurs on properties with a federal interest (e.g., federal surface, 

minerals) is conveyed via the Incidental Take Statement within a Biological Opinion associated 

with a CCA or CA. 

Net Conservation Benefit – All Conservation Measures implemented under the Conservation 

Strategy that contribute to the conservation or recovery of the Covered Species, minus any take 

of those species or their habitats.  Under this approach, the Association’s Conservation Strategy 

would meet the CCAA standard of providing benefit from Conservation Measures that, when 

combined with actions implemented on other necessary properties, would preclude or remove the 

need to list the Covered Species under the ESA.  Note that the Service finalized a revised policy 

for this CCAA standard on December 27, 2016 (effective date March 21, 2017) that requires a 

net conservation benefit to Covered Species specifically on Enrolled Property and eliminates the 

reference to “other necessary properties.”  The Conservation Strategy’s goals and commitments 

also meet the newly finalized CCAA standard.  

Non-federal Property – Property owned by entities other than the federal government, 

including private individuals, states, counties, municipalities, Tribes, businesses, and non-

governmental organizations. 

Non-federal Property Owner – Any person or entity (e.g., states, local governments, Tribes, 

businesses, organizations) having a fee simple, leasehold, or other property interest sufficient to 

carry out the proposed management activities, subject to applicable state law, on non-federal 

property within the Action Area.  This includes owners of land, water, and other natural 

resources. 
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Non-native Invasive Species – Non-indigenous organisms (e.g., cheatgrass) typically 

transported (intentionally or unintentionally) by human activities from one place to another 

allowing the species to become established in new geographic regions where they do not occur 

naturally, and where they subsequently become reproductively successful and often outcompete 

local native species for resources, ultimately dominating or changing the ecosystem.   

Off-property – Conservation Measures implemented on surface lands within the Conservation 

Strategy’s Action Area, but owned/controlled by another member of the Association or a 

Cooperating Agency.  

Participant – An Association member who owns or has management control over property 

within at least one of the five northeastern Wyoming counties (Campbell, Converse, Crook, 

Niobrara, Weston) within the Action Area, and who voluntarily enrolls property under the 

Conservation Strategy and agrees to conduct or fund Conservation Measures under a CI or CI/CP 

(defined above).  Participants may include livestock/agricultural producers, energy production 

companies (defined above), and government agencies. 

Permit – Following listing under the ESA, the Service would issue a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit 

to the Association that would allow for the incidental take (defined above) of Covered Species, 

as well as the direct (i.e., purposeful) take of black-tailed prairie dogs under certain 

circumstances (e.g., human health and safety reasons, specified boundary control), as long as the 

stated permit conditions are met.  Incidental take would be allowed under the authority of 

regulations implementing CCAAs for species federally listed as endangered (50 CFR 17.22[d]) 

or for species federally listed as threatened (50 CFR 17.32 [d]).  Direct take of black-tailed 

prairie dogs would be permitted under the authority of regulations pertaining to issuance of 

enhancement-of-survival permits for species federally listed as endangered (50 CFR Part 

17.22[a]) or for species federally listed as threatened (50 CFR Part 17.32 [a]).  The permit would 

apply to all Covered Activities (defined above) and would include conditions for each type of 

take, including the required implementation of the Conservation Strategy; refer to Section 8 of 

the Conservation Strategy for more details regarding take (http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/ 

document-library).  Direct take from shooting and/or poisoning of prairie dogs on enrolled 

private property, under clearly specified conditions, also could occur prior to an ESA listing 

decision.  However, the use of anti-coagulant rodenticides on Enrolled Property would be 

prohibited as both a condition of issuance of the permit and participation in the Conservation 

Strategy.  The Conservation Strategy also encourages use of non-toxic or full-metal jacketed 

bullets for prairie dog hunting on Enrolled Property, but it is only required for Participants under 

specific Conservation Measures.  The Association estimates that no more than 10 percent of 

Participants would implement control measures resulting in the direct take of black-tailed prairie 

dogs on Enrolled Property, and that such levels of control would occur infrequently and only in 

years of high expansion of prairie dog numbers.        

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/
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Potential Coal Development Area – Approximately 1.26 million contiguous acres where future 

coal development is expected to occur, as delineated in the Wyoming BLM Resource 

Management Plans for Buffalo (BLM 2015a) and Casper (BLM 2007a), plus a 5.0-mile buffer 

along the western and southern portions of the existing development area to account for potential 

future development by Association members due to technological advances that have occurred 

since the initial area was delineated.  Both the potential coal development area and the 5.0-mile 

buffer are entirely within the Action Area but outside of designated sage-grouse core areas. 

Potential Mineral Development Areas – Potential coal development area and potential oil and 

gas development area within the Action Area, collectively. 

Potential Oil and Gas Development Area – Approximately 350,000 non-contiguous acres 

within the Action Area where future oil and gas development by Association members is 

expected to occur based on existing reserves and current Association membership.  These areas 

are generally adjacent to, but located outside of, designated sage-grouse core areas.  

Qualifying Peripheral Property – Property owned by an Association member that is located in 

the same ecoregion(s) and has the same habitat characteristics as property within the main five-

county area in northeastern Wyoming.  Such property located within 50 miles of the five-county 

area was eligible for enrollment as peripheral property through January 31, 2013.  After February 

1, 2013, only property in Wyoming located within 10 miles of the western and southern 

boundaries of the five-county area, with direct ties to property within the five-county area, and 

with minimal impact (e.g., ranch properties with appropriate grazing management) can be 

considered for additional peripheral enrollment.  All previously identified peripheral property 

and all lands within the stated 10-mile perimeter of the five-county area are analyzed in this 

Environmental Assessment. 

Sagebrush – As used for the four covered sagebrush steppe species, includes all species and sub-

species of the genus Artemisia except the mat-forming sub-shrub species A. frigida (fringed) and 

A. pedatifida (birdsfoot). 

Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage – Four Covered Species associated with sagebrush steppe 

habitats: greater sage-grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus), sagebrush sparrow (Artemisiospiza 

nevadensis), Brewer’s sparrow (Spizella breweri), and sage thrasher (Oreoscoptes montanus). 

Shortgrass Prairie– As used for the four covered shortgrass prairie species, includes range 

grasslands found in semiarid regions of the Great Plains and dominated by herbaceous plants, 

particularly grasses of short stature such as blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis) and buffalograss 

(Buchloë dactyloides). 

Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage – Four Covered Species associated with shortgrass prairie 

habitats: black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus), mountain plover (Charadrius 

montanus), burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia), and ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis). 
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Take – To harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to attempt 

to engage in any such conduct (see ESA §3[19] and definitions above for additional information 

on harass and harm).  Take may include significant habitat modification or degradation if it kills 

or injures wildlife by significantly impairing essential behavioral patterns including breeding, 

feeding, or sheltering. 

Unforeseen Circumstances – Conditions, situations, etc. affecting a Covered Species or the 

geographic area covered by the Conservation Strategy that could not reasonably have been 

anticipated at the time the Conservation Strategy was developed, and that result in a substantial 

and adverse change in the status of the Covered Species.  

Zinc Phosphide – The use of zinc phosphide to control rodents (i.e., prairie dogs) will be 

allowed as outlined under the Conservation Strategy and in a manner consistent with 

participating land management agencies, where applicable.   
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Proposed Action 

The U.S. Department of Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is considering the issuance 

of an enhancement of survival permit (permit) to the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie 

Ecosystem Association (Association) under Section 10(a)(1)(A) of the Endangered Species Act 

of 1973 (ESA), as amended (16 U.S. Code [U.S.C.] § 1531, et seq.).  The issuance of a Section 

10(a)(1)(A) permit, associated with implementation of the Association’s Conservation Strategy
1
, 

is the Service’s Proposed Action considered in the analysis that follows.  The Association 

proposes to implement a landscape-scale Conservation Strategy intended to achieve durable 

conservation benefit for eight At-risk species associated with two ecosystems in northeastern 

Wyoming and southeastern Montana (i.e., the Coverage Area).  At-risk refers to species, 

subspecies, and populations identified by the Service that, without additional conservation 

actions, are likely to become candidates for listing under the ESA.   

Issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit would be specifically associated with the Candidate 

Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CCAA) component of the Conservation Strategy, 

which applies to private property.  The permit would become effective in the event of a decision 

to list a Covered Species under the ESA.  The issuance of the permit, along with involvement in 

the Conservation Strategy and its component agreements, would be a federal action under the 

National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, as amended (NEPA; 42 U.S.C. §4321, et seq).  

Consequently, the Service is obligated to analyze the potential direct, indirect, and cumulative 

impacts of the Proposed Action (issuance of the permit associated with implementation of the 

Conservation Strategy), as well as a reasonable range of alternative actions. 

In accordance with Department of Interior direction (516 Department Manual 8, Service 2004a), 

the Service has determined that an Environmental Assessment (EA) represents the appropriate 

level of analysis for the Proposed Action.  Due to mixed public and private surface and sub-

surface ownership throughout the Coverage Area (see Section 1.6), and their participation in the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy, the U.S. Department of Interior, Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM) and U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service (USFS) are 

participating in the development of this EA as Cooperating Agencies.  

The intent of the analysis that follows is that it will satisfy the requirement of the cooperating 

federal agencies to consider effects to components of the human environment under the NEPA, 

including agency sensitive species, and the requirement to consider whether the Proposed Action 

may affect species listed under the ESA.  The NEPA implementing regulations are explicit in 

their guidance regarding the integration of these analyses: “Any environmental document in 

                                                 
1
 Conservation Strategy and all appendices are available at http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library. 

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library
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compliance with NEPA may be combined with any other agency document to reduce duplication 

and paperwork” (40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] Part 1506.4).  Furthermore, the 

implementing regulations of the ESA (50 CFR Part 402.06) allow for the consolidation of these 

analyses:  

“Consultation, conference, and biological assessment procedures under section 7 

may be consolidated with interagency cooperation procedures required by other 

statutes, such as the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (42 U.S.C. § 

4321 et seq., implemented at 40 CFR Parts 1500-1508) or the Fish and Wildlife 

Coordination Act (FWCA) (16 U.S.C. § 661 et seq.).”  

That is, both the NEPA and ESA implementing regulations include provisions to consolidate 

these analyses.  Therefore, this NEPA document includes sufficient information to act as a 

Biological Evaluation for agency sensitive species and a Biological Assessment for inter-agency 

consultation pursuant to Section 7(a)(4) of the ESA.   

In the case of the cooperating federal agencies, these analyses also are intended to inform their 

respective decisions to participate in the relevant implementing conservation agreements of the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy.  That decision may result in, and would be limited to, the 

implementation of Conservation Measures by Association members to conserve eight At-risk 

species, particularly the implementation of such measures by those members on federal surface 

lands within the Coverage Area of the Conservation Strategy (see Section 1.4).  

The analysis that follows is limited in scope to the Service’s Proposed Action, consisting of 

issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit associated with implementation of the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy, and the alternative actions described below (see Section 2.0).  As part of 

the Proposed Action, the Service would be an active partner in the Conservation Strategy and a 

signatory to its component conservation agreements.  While any subsequent implementation of 

Conservation Measures may inform future analyses, future federal actions, such as the renewal 

of grazing permits or the development of the mineral estate, are, and will continue to be, subject 

to their own respective environmental analyses and decision processes to be conducted by the 

appropriate federal land management agencies.  

This EA was prepared in compliance with the NEPA, in accordance with Council on 

Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508), and U.S. Department of Interior 

regulations (43 CFR Part 46).  This EA assesses whether significant impacts to specific resources 

of concern would occur as a result of the Proposed Action or the alternatives to the Proposed 

Action.  If the Service finds that significant negative impacts are unlikely to occur, it will issue a 

Finding of No Significant Impact.  

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/42/4321
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/42/4321
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/16/661
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1.2 The Purpose of the Action 

The purpose of the federal action under consideration is the issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) 

enhancement of survival permit to the Association related to the implementation of a landscape-

scale Conservation Strategy intended to conserve At-risk species.  In support of the permit, the 

Service would be an active partner in the Conservation Strategy and its component conservation 

agreements.  The requirements and issuance criteria for enhancement of survival permits for 

CCAAs are found at 50 CFR Parts 17.22(d) and 17.32(d), respectively.       

1.3 The Need for the Action 

The Proposed Action is needed to provide a substantial incentive for Association members to 

voluntarily implement Conservation Measures to conserve and enhance habitats for At-risk 

species.  Under the Service’s Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances final policy 

(64 Federal Register [FR] 32726; June 17, 1999), private property owners who voluntarily 

commit to implementing Conservation Measures would receive regulatory Assurances from the 

Service that, if a Covered Species is listed in the future, additional Conservation Measures will 

not be required, and additional land, water, or resource use restrictions under the ESA will not be 

imposed on their operations unless they consent to such changes, providing that the CCAA is 

being properly implemented.  These Assurances provide substantial certainty to participating 

property owners regarding their activities on non-federal property covered by the CCAA.  

Although no Assurances are granted for actions occurring under either the Candidate 

Conservation Agreement (CCA) or Conservation Agreement (CA) components of the 

Conservation Strategy, implementation of the identical Conservation Measures by Association 

members with interests (surface or mineral) in federal property should provide considerable 

confidence regarding future assessment of conservation certainty and efficacy.  Likewise, such 

efforts should facilitate any future Section 7 ESA consultations between the Service and the 

respective federal land management agency where lands under their authority have been the 

focus of conservation effort under this Conservation Strategy. 

Private lands in the region are predominately used for agriculture, particularly ranching.  The 

Association has recognized the important role that the agricultural land base and practices play in 

wildlife management and conservation.  Consequently, the Association developed the 

Conservation Strategy with the intent of conserving At-risk species in the context of maintaining 

sustainable ranching as the primary land use within the Coverage Area.   

Existing agricultural operations and conservation programs would still occur within the 

Coverage Area under the Proposed Action.  Because this alternative provides opportunities for 

collaboration in funding and implementing Conservation Measures, and provides guidance and 

administrative support under a more efficient and cost-effective “umbrella” approach, 

participation from agricultural producers may be enhanced.   
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1.4 The Association’s Conservation Strategy 

For the purposes of the remaining discussion in this EA, the term ‘Action Area’ is typically used 

to describe the area of analysis under NEPA.  This term is used synonymously with the 

‘Coverage Area’ for the Conservation Strategy. 

The Conservation Strategy would benefit eight At-risk species associated with two ecosystems, 

namely sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie.  The Covered Species include: 

● Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage 

▪ Greater sage-grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) 

▪ Sagebrush sparrow (Artemisiospiza nevadensis) 

▪ Brewer’s sparrow (Spizella breweri) 

▪ Sage thrasher (Oreoscoptes montanus) 

● Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage 

▪ Black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) 

▪ Mountain plover (Charadrius montanus) 

▪ Burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia) 

▪ Ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis) 

 

Due to patterns of public and private surface and sub-surface ownership within the Coverage 

Area, the Conservation Strategy is comprised of three integrated conservation instruments: a 

CCAA for private property; a CCA for property with a federal interest; and a CA addressing 

foreseeable energy development within the Coverage Area of the Conservation Strategy.  The 

Association intends to implement these instruments concurrently, with oversight from the 

Service.  Individual members of the Association are likely to participate in multiple agreements 

(e.g., CCAA and CCA) due to mixed patterns of property ownership within the Coverage Area.  

Therefore, all Conservation Measures under the Conservation Strategy are common to the three 

agreements (Conservation Strategy, Appendices C and D, http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/ 

document-library; Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 of this EA).  Consequently, the analysis of the 

Proposed Action (issuance of the permit) below references the implementation of the 

Conservation Strategy, as opposed to just implementation of the CCAA with which the Section 

10(a)(1)(A) permit is associated. 

In addition to the incentive for participation related to regulatory Assurances or certainty, the 

Conservation Strategy weights the value of Conservation Measures so as to incentivize the 

selection of those measures most likely to provide durable conservation benefit to the covered 

ecosystems and species (Conservation Strategy, Appendices C, D, and E; 

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/ document-library).  Additional information regarding this 

weighted system is provided in Section 2.2, with full details provided in the Conservation 

Strategy itself (CCAA document, http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).  
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An Interagency Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) directs implementation of the 

Conservation Strategy.  Additional participating agencies include the BLM, USFS, and 

Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) (Conservation Strategy, Appendix H, 

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).  

1.5 Conservation Status of Covered Species 

Nearly 20 years ago, Noss et al. (1995) characterized sagebrush steppe and prairie ecosystems as 

among the most imperiled in North America.  These habitats are becoming increasingly degraded 

and fragmented due to the impacts of multiple threats such as direct conversion, wildfire and the 

change in wildfire frequency, and urbanization, among others.  The recent final report of the 

Greater Sage-grouse Conservation Objectives Team (COT) (Service 2013a) identified a variety 

of threats in sagebrush steppe ecosystems as present and widespread in the vicinity of the Action 

Area including, but not limited to: energy development (nonrenewable and renewable), 

inappropriate grazing/range management, infrastructure (roads, power lines, etc.), incursion of 

invasive plants (native and non-native), and recreation.  These threats also affect prairie 

grassland ecosystems in the region.  Many of these threats could be exacerbated by the effects of 

climate change, which may influence long-term habitat characteristics and patterns of landscape 

fire in some regions.  The need to take action is related to the condition of these two ecosystems 

within the Action Area and the conservation status of the eight At-risk Covered Species 

associated with these ecosystems. 

1.5.1 Sagebrush Steppe 

The four species associated with sagebrush steppe considered herein include the greater sage-

grouse (hereafter sage-grouse), sagebrush sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, and sage thrasher.  Brief 

summaries of the status of each species are provided below.  Additional details for each species 

are described in Chapter 3.  A summary table of each species’ occurrence and conservation status 

is provided in Appendix 1, Table 1 and Table 2.   

The sage-grouse originally occurred in 13 states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, 

Nebraska, Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming) and 

3 Canadian provinces (Alberta, British Columbia, and Saskatchewan) (80 FR 59858; October 2, 

2015, Schroeder et al. 2004).  Sage-grouse have been extirpated from Arizona, Nebraska, and 

British Columbia (Schroeder et al. 2004).  The decline of the sage-grouse has been related 

primarily to alteration or elimination of sagebrush habitats (Aldridge et al. 2008).  Rangewide, 

sage-grouse currently occupy approximately 56 percent of their pre-European distribution 

(Schroeder et al. 2004), and abundance has decreased by as much as 93 percent from historical 

levels (Braun 2006).   

On March 23, 2010, the Service determined that the listing of the sage-grouse was “warranted, 

but precluded” under the ESA (75 FR 13910).  This meant that the species was warranted for 

listing under the ESA, but actual listing was precluded by other higher priority listing actions.  
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Consequently, the sage-grouse was considered a federal candidate species, though management 

authority remained with state wildlife agencies.  On September 22, 2015 (Service 2015a), the 

Service determined that listing the sage-grouse as an endangered or threatened species was not 

warranted.  The determination was officially announced on October 2, 2015 (80 FR 59858).  

Regardless, the sage-grouse is designated as a sensitive species by both the BLM (2015b, 2014a) 

and USFS (2013a, 2011; Montana Natural Heritage Program [MNHP] 2016) throughout the 

Coverage Area, as well as a Management Indicator Species (MIS) by the USFS in the Wyoming 

portion of that area.  The sage-grouse is currently considered a Tier II (moderate priority) 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) in Wyoming (WGFD 2016).  It is classified as a 

species of concern in Montana, with a rank of SGCN2 (Montana Field Guide Online 2016a).  

These rankings indicate moderate conservation priority (WGFD 2010) or At-risk status due to 

very limited and/or potentially declining population numbers, range, and/or habitat (Montana 

Field Guide Online 2016a), respectively. 

Within the western United States, Breeding Bird Survey trends (1966-2013) suggest long-term 

declining populations (Sauer et al. 2014) of the three sagebrush passerines covered by the 

Conservation Strategy.  All three passerines are designated as BLM sensitive species throughout 

all or most of the Coverage Area (BLM 2015b, 2014a).  The Brewer’s sparrow and sagebrush 

sparrow also are considered sensitive species by the USFS within all but the northern periphery 

of the Coverage Area (USFS 2013a, 2011; MNHP 2016); the sage thrasher is not listed as a 

USFS sensitive species within that area.  Additionally, all three passerines are included on the 

Service’s (2008a) Birds of Conservation Concern lists for Bird Conservation Regions (BCR) 10 

(Northern Rockies) and 17 (Badlands and Prairies), which encompass the vast majority 

(approximately 93%) of the Coverage Area.  The Brewer’s sparrow has this classification 

throughout that entire area, which also includes a portion of BCR 16 (Southern 

Rockies/Colorado Plateau, 7% of the area).  These three birds are classified as WGFD Tier II 

SGCN (WGFD 2016).  All three are classified as species of concern in Montana, though they 

each have a rank of SGCN3 (lower conservation need) (Montana Field Guide Online 2016b-d).  

All three sagebrush passerines are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, 16 U.S.C. 703.  

1.5.2 Shortgrass Prairie 

The species associated with shortgrass prairie considered herein include the black-tailed prairie 

dog, mountain plover, burrowing owl, and ferruginous hawk.  Brief summaries of the status of 

each species are provided below, with additional details for each species included in Chapter 3 

and Appendix 1, Table 1 and Table 2.  

Historically, the range of the black-tailed prairie dog included grasslands extending from 

southern Canada to northern Mexico, east of the Rocky Mountains (Proctor et al. 2006, Buseck 

et al. 2005).  By at least one estimate, this encompassed an area of approximately 395 million 

acres (Proctor et al. 2006); prairie dogs may have occupied nearly 74 million acres within this 

larger geographic range (Proctor et al. 2006) at any given time.  As a consequence of pervasive 
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poisoning, agricultural conversion of grasslands, and most recently, the introduction of sylvatic 

plague caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis (Cully et al. 2006), the black-tailed prairie dog is 

estimated to inhabit only 2 percent of the area it historically occupied (Luce et al. 2006, Buseck 

et al. 2005). 

In 1998, the Service received two petitions to list the black-tailed prairie dog as threatened under 

the ESA.  The Service concluded in early 2000 that a listing was warranted but precluded by 

higher priority listing actions, conferring candidate status to the species (64 FR 5476; February 4, 

2000).  In 2004, in response to a resubmitted petition, the Service determined that the black-

tailed prairie dog was no longer warranted for listing (69 FR 51217; August 18, 2004).  On 

February 7, 2007, this finding was challenged and the Service initiated a status review of the 

black-tailed prairie dog that was subsequently published on December 3, 2009 (74 FR 63343).  

The Service determined that listing of the species was not warranted at that time. 

Two of the three avian prairie species considered in this analysis, namely the mountain plover 

and burrowing owl, are strongly associated with prairie dogs in the Coverage Area, and the third 

(ferruginous hawk) is commonly associated with them.  Two of the three species have been 

previously petitioned or proposed for listing under the ESA.  The ferruginous hawk was 

petitioned for listing in May 1991; in 1992, the Service determined that the petitioners did not 

present sufficient information to warrant the requested action (57 FR 37507; August 19, 1992).  

The Service proposed to list the mountain plover as a threatened species in 1999 (64 FR 7587; 

February 16, 1999) and again in 2002 (67 FR 72396; December 5, 2002) with a special rule 

under Section 4(d) of the ESA.  Both proposals were withdrawn on September 9, 2003 (68 FR 

53083).  However, in response to legal challenges, the Service reinstated its original proposal to 

list the mountain plover as threatened on June 29, 2010 (75 FR 37353), minus the special Section 

4(d) rule.  After thorough review of more current information, the Service withdrew that 

proposed listing on May 12, 2011 (76 FR 27756).  Although none of the four shortgrass prairie 

species are currently listed under the ESA in the United States, one or more are considered as 

endangered or threatened under Canada’s Species at Risk Act, and listed as a species of concern 

in Mexico (NOM-059-2010). 

These four shortgrass species also are designated as sensitive species by the BLM (2015b, 

2014a) throughout the Coverage Area and surrounding vicinity.  The black-tailed prairie dog and 

burrowing owl also are considered to be sensitive species by the USFS; the mountain plover and 

ferruginous hawk have that same designation within all but the northern periphery of the 

Coverage Area (USFS 2013a, 2011; MNHP 2016).  The three avian species are included on the 

Service’s (2008a) Birds of Conservation Concern lists for BCR 16 and BCR 17, which together 

encompass nearly all (98%) of the Coverage Area; the ferruginous hawk has this classification 

throughout that entire area.  The WGFD (2016) identifies the burrowing owl and mountain 

plover as SGCN Tier I (highest priority), with the ferruginous hawk and black-tailed prairie dog 

as Tier II species.  The mountain plover has a Montana rank of SGCN2 (moderate priority), with 
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the remaining three prairie species ranked as SGCN3 (Montana Field Guide Online 2016e-h).  

All three avian prairie species also are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.   

Given their history of consideration under the ESA, as well as their current status as sensitive 

species or species of concern, these eight species have been identified as “At-risk” for coverage 

under the Conservation Strategy.  This approach is consistent with federal, state, and 

international designations. 

1.6 Conservation Strategy Coverage Area 

The Coverage Area for the proposed Conservation Strategy includes a primary block of five 

counties (Campbell, Converse, Crook, Weston, Niobrara) in northeastern Wyoming and two 

qualifying peripheral properties within portions of three counties in southeastern Montana.  The 

five-county area is enlarged to the west and south to include peripheral lands within 10 miles of 

that area, spanning portions of seven additional Wyoming counties.  These additional lands are 

included in this analysis in the event that current Association members with agricultural lands 

located in the five main counties expand their operations onto peripheral lands in the future.  All 

properties are comprised of the same two primary ecosystems.  Overall, the Coverage Area for 

the Conservation Strategy encompasses approximately 13.2 million largely contiguous acres of 

private, state, and federal property spanning northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana 

(Figure 1). 

Approximately 87 percent of the surface within the Coverage Area is held in private (79%) or 

state (8%) ownership (Figure 2).  Federal lands comprise a minority (13%) of the surface within 

the Coverage Area, though sub-surface mineral rights throughout the area are dominated by 

federal ownership.  Approximately 90 percent of the Coverage Area is used for agriculture: 87 

percent for rangeland ranching and 3 percent for crop production.  About 2 percent of the area is 

comprised of forested lands that are not used by the Covered Species (see Section 3.2.1).  

1.7 Approvals to be Made 

The Service, as the lead agency, will make a determination as to whether or not to participate in 

the Association’s Conservation Strategy and its component conservation agreements, and issue 

an enhancement of survival permit, in accordance with Section 10 of the ESA.  To approve and 

take these actions, the Service must find that: 

● The Conservation Strategy complies with the requirements of the Candidate Conservation 

Agreement with Assurances final policy (64 FR 32726); 

● Take of the Covered Species will be incidental to otherwise lawful activities and in 

accordance with the terms of the Conservation Strategy, though intentional take of prairie 

dogs to control density or encroachment will be allowed under circumstances dictated 

within the Conservation Strategy; 
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Figure 1.   Action Area for the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association 

Conservation Strategy in northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana. 

 
Source: Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Candidate Conservation Agreement with 

Assurances (http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library) 
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Figure 2.   Surface ownership within the Action Area for the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie 

Ecosystem Association Conservation Strategy in northeastern Wyoming and 

southeastern Montana. 

 
Source: Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association  
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● The probable direct and indirect effects of anticipated take will not appreciably reduce 

the likelihood of survival and recovery in the wild of any of the Covered Species; 

● Implementation of the terms of the Conservation Strategy will be consistent with 

applicable federal, state, and tribal laws and regulations;  

● Implementation of the terms of the Conservation Strategy will not be in conflict with any 

other ongoing conservation programs for species covered by the Conservation Strategy; 

and 

● The signatories have shown capability for, and commitment to, implementing all of the 

terms of the Conservation Strategy. 

1.8 Legal Authorities and Policy 

All of the alternative actions evaluated herein depend upon identification and implementation of 

Conservation Measures to conserve At-risk species.  Therefore, it may be of value to consider 

pertinent federal authorities that are related to the evaluation of federal actions under NEPA and 

that direct collaborative implementation of conservation efforts among interagency, public, and 

private entities and individuals within the structure of formal conservation agreements. 

1.8.1 Authorities Related to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 

The implementing regulations of NEPA are explicit in directing federal agencies to formally 

cooperate in collaborative analyses:   

The purpose of this section is to emphasize agency cooperation early in the NEPA 

process.  Upon request of the lead agency, any other federal agency which has 

jurisdiction by law shall be a cooperating agency.  In addition, any other federal 

agency which has special expertise with respect to any environmental issue, 

which should be addressed in the statement, may be a cooperating agency upon 

request of the lead agency.  An agency may request the lead agency to designate it 

a cooperating agency (40 CFR § 1501.6 Cooperating agencies). 

As agencies of the Department of Interior, both the Service and the BLM are directed to: 

1.6.  Consultation, Coordination, and Cooperation with Other Agencies and 

Organizations. 

A.  Departmental Plans and Programs. 

(1)  Officials responsible for planning or implementing Departmental plans 

and programs will develop and utilize procedures to consult, coordinate, and 

cooperate with relevant State, local, and tribal governments; other bureaus and 

Federal agencies; and public and private organizations and individuals 
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concerning the environmental effects of these plans and programs on their 

jurisdictions or interests... (516 Department Manual 1.6[A][1], Department of 

Interior 2009) 

The Forest Service also is charged with pursing collaborative land management planning: 

(a)(1)(iv) Federal agencies, states, counties, and local governments, including 

state fish and wildlife agencies, state foresters, and other relevant state agencies.  

Where appropriate, the responsible official shall encourage states, counties, and 

other local governments to seek cooperating agency status in the NEPA process 

for development, amendment, or revision of a plan.  (36 CFR § 219.4 

Identification and consideration of issues) 

This is similarly communicated within Forest Service Manual direction:  

1950.2 – Objectives 

3.  Involve interested and affected agencies, state and local governments, Tribes, 

Alaska Native corporations, organizations, and individuals in planning and 

decision-making.  (40 CFR 1500.1[b], 40 CFR 1500.2[b] and [d], 40 CFR 1501.7, 

40 CFR 1503.1, and 40 CFR 1506.6) (Forest Service Manual 1950.2, USFS 

2012a). 

With respect to the analyses presented in this EA, the Service has the responsibility of serving as 

the lead agency.  As noted, both the BLM and the USFS have accepted Cooperating Agency 

status.   

1.8.2. Authorities Related to Interagency Agreements and Collaborative Conservation 

The federal agencies tasked with the evaluation of actions to achieve the conservation of At-risk 

species addressed in this analysis have both broad and specific authorities that direct their 

respective agencies to enter into cooperative agreements for the purpose of implementing 

collaborative conservation efforts.  The alternatives discussed herein consider, in part or 

together, the collaborative implementation of three distinct conservation instruments: a 

Conservation Agreement; a Candidate Conservation Agreement; and, a Candidate Conservation 

Agreement with Assurances.  With respect to the latter two agreements, the term ‘candidate’ is 

intended to convey agreements for which the Service has identified, either currently or in the 

past, one or more species as candidates for listing under the ESA. 

Broadly, the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (16 U.S.C. § 661 et seq.) allows the Secretary 

of Interior, or the Service acting as the agent of the Secretary, to enter into cooperative 

agreements with federal and state agencies, as well as public and private organizations, to assist 

in the protection of fish and wildlife and their habitats.  This broad authority includes provisions 
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for the Secretary to receive donations of lands and funds, as well as to enter into grants and 

cooperative agreements for the benefit of fish and wildlife species and their habitat: 

§ 661.  Declaration of Purpose; Cooperation of Agencies; Surveys and 

Investigations; Donations 

For the purpose of recognizing the vital contribution of our wildlife resources to 

the Nation, the increasing public interest and significance thereof due to 

expansion of our national economy and other factors, and to provide that wildlife 

conservation shall receive equal consideration and be coordinated with other 

features of water-resource development programs through the effectual and 

harmonious planning, development, maintenance, and coordination of wildlife 

conservation and rehabilitation for the purposes of sections 661 to 666c of this 

title in the United States, its Territories and possessions, the Secretary of the 

Interior is authorized (1) to provide assistance to, and cooperate with, federal, 

state, and public or private agencies and organizations in the development, 

protection, rearing, and stocking of all species of wildlife, resources thereof, and 

their habitat, in controlling losses of the same from disease or other causes, in 

minimizing damages from overabundant species, in providing public shooting and 

fishing areas, including easements across public lands for access thereto, and in 

carrying out other measures necessary to effectuate the purposes of said sections; 

Policy regarding the implementation of agreements for the purpose of the conservation of 

candidate species was issued on June 17, 1999 (64 FR 32726).  Authorities related to candidate 

conservation agreements with the Service are derived from the ESA and are summarized in the 

Service’s draft Candidate Conservation Agreements with Assurances Handbook (Service 2003): 

Sections 2, 4, 6, 7, and 10 of the ESA allow for implementation of the CCAA Policy.  Section 

2(b) states that “the purposes of this Act are to provide a means whereby the ecosystems upon 

which endangered and threatened species depend may be conserved, to provide a program for 

the conservation of such endangered species and threatened species, and to take such steps as 

may be appropriate to achieve the purposes of the treaties and conventions...”  Section 2(c)(1) 

states that “all Federal departments and agencies shall seek to conserve endangered and 

threatened species and shall utilize their authorities in furtherance of the purposes of this Act.”  

Section 4 outlines guidelines for identifying species that are threatened or endangered under the 

ESA.  Section 4(h)(3) requires that the Service establish a ranking system to assist in identifying 

species that should receive priority review for listing.  To fulfill our responsibilities, the Service 

developed a program to identify species that warrant protection under the ESA (termed 

“candidates” or “candidate species”) and to monitor and conserve those species for which 

protection is deemed appropriate until listing can proceed.  
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Section 6 of the ESA provides for the cooperation with the states in endangered species 

conservation, including matching federal funding and delegation of permitting authority.  

Collaborative stewardship with state agencies is important in the development of CCAAs, given 

the statutory role of state agencies and their traditional conservation responsibilities and 

authorities for resident species.  

Section 7 requires the Service to review programs it administers and to utilize those programs to 

further the purposes of the ESA.  In establishing the CCAA Policy, the Service is utilizing its 

Candidate Conservation program to further conservation of fish and wildlife.  By providing 

Assurances to private property owners who are willing to conserve species and their habitats, the 

Service is helping to conserve the ecosystems upon which endangered and threatened species 

depend.  

Section 10(a)(1)(A) of the ESA allows the Service to issue permits for actions that would 

otherwise be prohibited by Section 9 of the ESA, if such actions are expected to enhance the 

propagation or survival of the affected species.  A well-designed conservation agreement, such 

as a CCAA, should, by its nature, enhance the survival of the Covered Species.  Therefore, the 

Service has determined that Section 10(a)(1)(A) enhancement of survival permits are the most 

appropriate method for permitting take under a CCAA.  The take that is authorized by such 

permits can assume many forms, but it must be in compliance with the CCAA.  

More recently, the Service (2008b) issued a policy directive that guides the development of 

cooperative conservation strategies which may incorporate multiple agreements or involve other 

federal agencies or private entities in an effort to achieve broader landscape-level collaborative 

conservation across federal and non-federal lands.  The authorities cited and guidance provided 

in these documents are designed to provide incentives for voluntary conservation of species 

across all enrolled properties with the goals of eliminating or minimizing threats and addressing 

the conservation needs of candidate or At-risk species before they become listed under the ESA.  

The Proposed Action considered herein is modeled after this approach to collaborative 

conservation. 

1.9 Public Participation 

Property enrollment and subsequent conservation efforts under the Association’s Conservation 

Strategy are commitments that are entirely voluntary.  Overall success of this endeavor will 

require: 

● Support from regulatory agencies, land management agencies, and non-governmental 

organizations; 

● Acceptance of the validity of the Conservation Measures from those entities, as well as 

environmental non-governmental organizations, conservation groups, local government, 

and academia; and 
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● Participation from property owners including livestock producers, agricultural producers, 

extractive industries, and land management agencies.   

 

A variety of efforts were used to accomplish these goals and ensure public participation 

throughout the process (Appendix 3).  The Service has participated in and contributed to the 

development of the Conservation Strategy at both local and regional levels.  Service personnel 

from the Wyoming Ecological Services Field Office have actively assisted in the development of 

all aspects of the Conservation Strategy and its supporting documents.  Those personnel have 

also worked closely with the Service’s Regional Office to ensure the approach meets the 

conservation needs of the Covered Species and their habitats, as well as the intent and procedural 

requirements of the CCAA/CCA/CA process itself.  Critical interagency coordination has been 

accomplished through regular communications among participating and cooperating federal and 

state agencies, including the development of an interagency MOU among the Service, BLM, 

USFS, and WGFD.  A copy of the signed memorandum is appended to the Conservation 

Strategy (Conservation Strategy, Appendix H).  The complete Conservation Strategy, as well as 

its Implementation Plan, full suite of Conservation Measures for the two targeted ecosystems, 

and all other supporting documents (Appendix 2) are available on the Association’s website at:  

● http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library. 

 

Public outreach was another critical component in developing the Conservation Measures, and 

was essential to educating the public about the intent, value, and opportunity to participate in the 

Conservation Strategy.  This entailed engaging numerous agencies, industries, property owners, 

organizations, local governments, and other stakeholders through a series of targeted or annual 

meetings, electronic exchanges of information, and through broader public input opportunities 

throughout the process of developing the Conservation Strategy.  For example, the Association 

solicited input on both the initial development and final refinement of the Conservation 

Measures and their associated weighted value system (based on conservation benefits) from 

numerous agencies such as the Service, BLM, USFS, Natural Resources Conservation Service 

(NRCS), and WGFD.  Input was also sought from local and regional experts on the Covered 

Species, Association members, local property owners, as well as numerous non-governmental 

environmental organizations such as Audubon Wyoming, The Nature Conservancy, Wyoming 

Wildlife Federation, and Biodiversity Conservation Alliance, among others.  The Association 

also presented a summary of its complete Conservation Strategy to numerous entities across the 

region, including multiple Conservation Districts, Weed and Pest Districts, non-governmental 

organizations, federal and state legislators, and federal and state agencies in Wyoming and 

Montana (e.g., Service, BLM, USFS, and Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks 

[MFWP]).  A summary of this outreach is provided in Appendix 3 of this document.   

In addition to these efforts, the public was allowed an opportunity to provide input on the 

proposed issuance of the enhancement of survival permit during the public comment period 

http://www.tbgpea.org/
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associated with the release of the draft EA and Conservation Strategy.  That comment period 

extended for 30 days following issuance of the Notice of Availability of the EA in the Federal 

Register.  Input received during the public comment period was fully considered by the Service 

and incorporated into the final EA, as appropriate.  The Service included a summary of the 

public participation process among the final documents associated with the review process.  As 

noted, if the Service determined that significant negative impacts are unlikely to occur, it will 

issue a Finding of No Significant Impact.     

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES 

This analysis considers three alternative actions: 

Alternative A:  No Action alternative in which conservation effort would consist of existing 

conservation mechanisms already in place; 

Alternative B:  Proposed Action, consisting of the issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) 

enhancement of survival permit by the Service associated with the 

implementation of the Association’s Conservation Strategy, which is 

comprised of three conservation agreements: a Candidate Conservation 

Agreement with Assurances (CCAA) for private property, a Candidate 

Conservation Agreement (CCA) for property with a federal interest (surface 

or sub-surface), and a Conservation Agreement (CA) which addresses 

conservation efforts associated with foreseeable energy development within 

the Action Area; and, 

Alternative C:  A third alternative in which the Service would consider developing distinct 

CCAA/CCA agreements for each individual or entity at their request rather 

than developing an umbrella or programmatic agreement as proposed under 

Alternative B, above.     

Alternative B is the Service’s preferred alternative.   

The three alternatives considered here are similar to the range of alternatives considered in other 

analyses of conservation agreements completed by the Service within the Mountain-Prairie 

Region: 

● Greater Sage-grouse Umbrella CCAA for Wyoming Ranch Management (Service 2013b) 

and companion CCA for federal lands (BLM 2014b) (i.e., Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA and companion CCA); 

● Black-footed Ferret Programmatic Safe Harbor Agreement (Service 2013c) (i.e., 

Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement); and 
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● Endangered and Threatened Wildlife and Plants; Establishment of a Statewide 

Nonessential Experimental Population of Black-footed Ferrets in Wyoming (i.e., 

Wyoming Statewide Black-footed Ferret 10[j] Rule) (80 FR 66821; October 30, 2015, 

Service 2015b).  

Under each of the alternatives considered below, private property owners involved in ranch 

management within Wyoming would be able to enroll their property under the Service’s already 

implemented Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA.  Private 

property owners within the Coverage Area also would be able to participate in other existing 

conservation programs under each alternative.  Conservation Measures related to sagebrush 

habitats are similar between these existing programs and the Association’s Conservation 

Strategy.  However, under the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion 

CCA, and most other existing conservation programs, the sage-grouse is the only Covered 

Species. 

2.1 Alternative A – No Action 

Under the No Action alternative, the Service would not issue a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit to the 

Association, nor would the Service issue additional Section 10(a)(1)(A) permits associated with 

CCAAs for species other than sage-grouse.  The Association would not implement the 

landscape-scale Conservation Strategy for multiple species within the Action Area.  Existing 

conservation agreements, federal land management agency sensitive species policies, and other 

federal or state statutes, regulations, or policies would provide baseline information regarding 

conservation efforts and their effectiveness for At-risk species.  Existing conservation and 

regulatory mechanisms within the Action Area include, among others:  

● Wyoming’s Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA for sage-grouse; 

● Black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes) recovery efforts (also affecting black-tailed prairie 

dogs) such as the Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement (Service 2013c) and Wyoming’s 

Statewide Black-footed Ferret 10(j) Rule (Service 2015b); 

● Conservation incentive programs such as the NRCS Sage Grouse Initiative, Wildlife 

Habitat Incentive Program, Environmental Quality Incentives Program, Working Lands 

for Wildlife program, Conservation Reserve Program, Agricultural Conservation 

Easement Program, Regional Conservation Partnership Program, and Conservation 

Stewardship Program; 

● Standards conveyed within recently approved Land and/or Resource Management Plan 

revisions for the BLM (2015a, 2015c, 2015d), including BLM and certain USFS units in 

northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana;  
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● State agency resource management directives such as sage-grouse core area protection 

strategies developed by executive orders issued by the Governors of Wyoming (WY 

Executive Order [EO] 2015-4, State of Wyoming 2015) and Montana (MT EO 12-2015, 

State of Montana 2015) and Strategic Wildlife Action Plans (SWAP) that target SGCN in 

all 50 states; 

 

● Federal regulations such as the ESA, Migratory Bird Treaty Act (16 U.S.C. 703), Bald 

and Golden Eagle Protection Act of 1940 (16 U.S.C. § 668–668d), Fish and Wildlife 

Coordination Act (16 U.S.C. § 661 et seq.), etc.; 

 

● Federal EO 13186 (66 FR 3853; January 17, 2001) which directs federal executive 

departments and agencies taking actions that have, or are likely to have, a measurable 

negative impact on migratory bird populations to develop and implement MOUs with the 

Service that promote the conservation of populations of species of special interest and the 

habitats upon which they depend; and 

 

● State coal mine permits which require that proponents develop, and the Service review 

and approve, migratory bird monitoring and mitigation plans, as well as plans for general 

wildlife monitoring and habitat reclamation. 

 

Routine livestock grazing and ranching activities are currently the predominant land use within 

the Action Area, though other activities such as energy development, farming, and residential 

development, among others, also occur.  Under the No Action alternative, these land uses and 

their supporting infrastructure and operations would continue.  Existing conservation 

mechanisms (e.g., land and resource management plans, WY EO 2015-4, MT EO 12-2015) 

within the Action Area are dominated by efforts intended primarily to limit additional loss of 

sagebrush habitat, in contrast to the enhancement or restoration of both sagebrush steppe and 

shortgrass prairie habitats, as in the Association’s Conservation Strategy.  Existing conservation 

efforts also tend to focus on single-species management rather than ecosystem management, and 

provide few mechanisms to advance collaborative conservation across public/private boundaries 

at a landscape scale. 

2.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action – Issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) 

Permit – Implementation of the Association’s Conservation Strategy 

Under this alternative, the Service would issue a Section 10(a)(1)(A) enhancement of survival 

permit to the Association.  The permit would be related to the Service’s participation in the 

Association’s voluntary, incentives-based Conservation Strategy and role as signatory to its 

component conservation agreements.  The permit itself would become effective only in the event 

of a decision to list a Covered Species under the ESA, though the Conservation Strategy and 

supporting agreements would be implemented upon approval by the Service and other 
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Cooperating Agencies.  Both the Conservation Strategy and the regulatory Assurances conveyed 

by the permit are intended to provide incentives for Association members to voluntarily conserve 

At-risk species.  The Proposed Action represents the Service’s preferred alternative.   

Incentives related to the Conservation Strategy are two-fold.  First, the Conservation Strategy 

allows for flexibility in selection of the Conservation Measures to be implemented by a 

Participant, but their value is weighted through a point system so as to incentivize the selection 

of actions most likely to provide durable conservation benefit.  Secondly, conservation is 

incentivized by the granting of regulatory Assurances or a high degree of certainty relative to 

future requirements or restrictions, consistent with the Service’s CCAA final policy (64 FR 

32726) and final guidance regarding CCA-CCAA efforts (Service 2008b), respectively. 

The Conservation Strategy is designed to benefit eight At-risk species: the sage-grouse, 

sagebrush sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, and sage thrasher in sagebrush steppe; and the black-

tailed prairie dog, mountain plover, burrowing owl, and ferruginous hawk in shortgrass prairie.  

These are the two primary ecosystems within the Action Area.  To facilitate the selection of 

Conservation Measures for each group, they are organized relative to these two ecosystems: 

sagebrush steppe (Table 1) and shortgrass prairie (Table 2).  As described in Section 1.9, the 

Conservation Measures and their corresponding point values were developed in collaboration 

with a variety of resource experts, with reference to agency land and resource management plans 

(see Section 5.0), regional plans such as the Northeast Wyoming Sage-grouse Conservation Plan 

(Northeast Wyoming Local Sage-grouse Working Group [NEWWG] 2014), the COT Report 

(Service 2013a), and state initiatives (e.g., WY EO-2014-5, MT EO 12-2015).  These efforts 

were used to help identify essential habitats for and threats to the Covered Species, respectively, 

including threats caused by a wide variety of Covered Activities, as well as appropriate 

Conservation Measures to address those threats.  Other species associated with these two 

ecosystems also would benefit from measures implemented under the Conservation Strategy.   

As indicated, Conservation Measures are given point values based on their potential to address 

specific threats to the eight Covered Species (Conservation Strategy, CCAA, 

http://www.tbgpea.org/ resources/document-library).  The Conservation Strategy allows for 

flexibility in the design of Participant conservation plans.  However, Participants must select at 

least five Conservation Measures that address identified threats on their Enrolled Property, and 

the majority of points for each Participant must address habitat fragmentation and destruction, 

which have been identified as the primary threats within the Action Area.  The Association and 

Participants may pool resources to implement Conservation Measures; a Participant also may 

implement certain measures off their Enrolled Property (e.g., within a Conservation Priority 

Area) to enhance the likelihood of durable conservation benefit.  
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Table 1.  Abbreviated
1
 summary table of Conservation Measures applicable to sagebrush steppe habitats for the Thunder Basin 

Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation Strategy in northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana.   

Id Threat Factor Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measures – Abbreviated Description Species 
Acres 

or Unit 
Point 

Value 

 A:  The Present or Threatened Destruction, Modification, or Curtailment of Habitat or Range    

   Habitat Fragmentation & Destruction    

      Conversion of Suitable Habitat    

A1a      
bring disturbed lands to desired condition, encourage sagebrush-grassland 

species 
SSA collective 320 1-26 

A1b       commit to no new conversion of sagebrush rangeland to cropland SSA 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
1-7 

      Energy Development: Mining    

A2       
increase and sustain extent of sagebrush/forb mosaic reestablishment – above 

current permit requirements 
SSA minimum 40 2+ 

A3       
substitute native sagebrush grassland seed mix in lieu of post-mine improved 

pasture seed mix 
SSA Minimum 80 3+ 

A4       
incorporate landscape-scale sagebrush-obligate lifecycle needs into mine 

reclamation plan 
SSA minimum 640 6 

      Energy Development:  Non-renewable    

A5       
limit surface disturbance to 5% or less of suitable habitat per 640 acres in non-

core areas 
SSA 

CI or CI/CP 

area 
9 

A6a       
commit to multi-well pads or new well pad size average less than 80% of pre-

agreement pad size in suitable habitat  
SSA 

CI or CI/CP 

area 
4 

A6b       use drill pad mats on all level sites in suitable habitat SSA 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
5 

      Facilities:  Detrimental Siting Due to Lack of Information    

A7a       
collect sighting & pellet count information and provide to Association for 

dissemination 
SSA 

CI or CI/CP 

area 
3+ 

A7b       
conduct research on sagebrush steppe species; provide to Association for 

dissemination 
SSA 

per annual 

study 
4+ 

      Facilities:  High Profile and Vertical Structures    

A8a       avoid siting facilities within 6/10 mile or 1 mile of lek SAGR each lek 2+ 
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Table 1.  Continued. 

Id Threat Factor Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measures – Abbreviated Description Species 
Acres 

or Unit 
Point 

Value 

A8b       commit to reducing existing facilities within 6/10 mile or 1 mile of lek SAGR each lek 1+ 

A8c       avoid siting facilities within suitable habitat SAGR 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
1-5 

A8d       commit to reducing facilities within suitable habitat SAGR 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
1-5 

      Fences    

A9a       selectively remove fences near leks and in suitable habitat SAGR 
per 1/4 mile 

fence 
1-3 

A9b       remove unused fences and mark remaining fences SAGR 
per 1/4 mile 

fence 
1-6 

A9c       avoid new fences within 6/10 mile or 1 mile of leks and other suitable habitat SAGR 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
1-2 

      Fragmentation:  General    

A10a       obtain or donate conservation easements with minimum 10-year term SSA 
per contiguous 

320 
8+ 

A10b       obtain or donate acreage for use as a grass bank with a minimum 10-year term SSA 
per contiguous 

320 
5+ 

A10c       protect, enhance, or restore habitat linkages between 320-acre minimum blocks SAGR 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
2-4 

Species Codes: 

SAGR Sage-grouse 

SSA Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage 

Source: Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation Strategy, Appendix C (http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).   
1
Detailed descriptions of the Conservation Measures, threats addressed, implementation criteria, and associated monitoring requirements are communicated within the 

Conservation Strategy – Appendix C, which follows as Appendix 7 to this Environmental Assessment.  Conservation Measures are assigned point values to incentivize 

implementation.  The Association and its members may pool resources to implement Conservation Measures both on and off Enrolled Property for maximum 

conservation benefit.  All Conservation Strategy documents are available at http://www.tbgpea.org/resoures/document-library.  
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Table 2.  Abbreviated
1
 summary table of Conservation Measures applicable to shortgrass prairie habitats for the Thunder Basin 

Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation Strategy in northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana.   

Id Threat Factor Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measures – Abbreviated Descriptions Species 
Acres 

or Unit 

Point 

Valu

e 

 A:  The Present or Threatened Destruction, Modification, or Curtailment of Habitat or Range    

   Habitat Fragmentation & Destruction    

      Conversion of Suitable Habitat    

A1a       
conduct baseline monitoring to determine existing or potential black-tailed prairie dog 

habitat 
SPA 

per collective 

320 
5+ 

A1b       commit to no new conversion of shortgrass prairie to cropland SPA 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
1-7 

      Energy Development:  Non-renewable    

A2a       limit surface disturbance to 5% or less of suitable habitat per 640 acres SPA 
CI or CI/CP 

area 
9 

A2b       
commit to multi-well pads or new well pad size average less than 80% of pre-

agreement pad size in suitable habitat 
SPA 

CI or CI/CP 

area 
4 

      Facilities:  Detrimental Siting Due to Lack of Information    

A3a       
collect sighting & prairie dog colony extent information & provide to Association for 

dissemination 
SPA 

CI or CI/CP 

area 
2+ 

A3b       
conduct surveys or research on shortgrass prairie species & provide to Association for 

dissemination 
SPA 

per annual 

study 
4+ 

      Fragmentation:  General    

A4a       
encourage or maintain 1,500 acres of active prairie dog colonies and allow for 

introduction of black-footed ferrets 
SPA 

CI or CI/CP 

area 
10-26 

A4b       obtain or donate conservation easements with minimum 10-year term SPA 
per contiguous 

320 
8+ 

A4c       establish buffer zones around prairie dog colonies to encourage expansion SPA per 80 3-6 

A5a       map and protect active prairie dog colonies SPA per 80 3-6 

A5b       encourage rebuilding of burrows utilizing light, ground disturbing activities SPA 
per collective 

320 
3+ 

A5c       facilitate new prairie dog colony establishment or expansion using artificial burrows SPA 
 per collective 

320 
4+ 
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Table 2.  Continued. 

Id Threat Factor Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measures – Abbreviated Descriptions Species 
Acres 

or Unit 

Point 

Valu

e 

A5d       successfully relocate prairie dogs onto suitable lands SPA 
per 320 active 

colony 
6+ 

A5e       enhance or maintain active habitat areas using prescribed fire and grazing MOPL 
per 320 active 

habitat 
2+ 

A5f       construct and install artificial nest burrows BUOW per 5 burrows 1-4 

A5g1       protect, build, or enhance flat-topped rock outcrops for use as nest sites FEHA per 5 outcrops 1-3 

A5g2       protect, build, or enhance flat-topped rock outcrops for use as nest sites FEHA  per 1 outcrop 1-4 

A5h1       protect small hills and ridges and use focused grazing to maintain low structure FEHA 
per 5 

landforms 
1-3 

A5h2       
protect small hills and ridges and use focused grazing to maintain low structure within 

5mi of nests 
FEHA per 80 1-4 

A5i       protect active or potential nesting trees within 5mi of active prairie dog colonies FEHA per 5 trees 1-3 

Species Codes: 

BUOW Burrowing owl 

FEHA Ferruginous hawk 

MOPL Mountain plover 

SPA Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage 

Source: Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation Strategy, Appendix D (http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).   
1
Detailed descriptions of the Conservation Measures, threats addressed, implementation criteria, and associated monitoring requirements are communicated within the 

Conservation Strategy – Appendix D, which follows as Appendix 8 to this Environmental Assessment.  Conservation Measures are assigned point values to incentivize 

implementation.  The Association and its members may pool resources to implement Conservation Measures both on and off Enrolled Property for maximum conservation 

benefit.  All Conservation Strategy documents are available at http://www.tbgpea.org/resoures/document-library.
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The Conservation Strategy is comprised of three integrated conservation agreements that address 

differences related to private (including state) and federal surface or sub-surface (i.e., mineral 

estate) property interest.  The Association intends to implement these agreements concurrently, 

with oversight from the Service.  Individual members of the Association are likely to participate 

in multiple agreements (e.g., CCAA and CCA) due to mixed patterns of property ownership 

within the Action Area.  The Conservation Measures are likely to be implemented across all 

three surface ownerships.  Conservation Measures, therefore, are common to all three 

agreements (Conservation Strategy, Appendices C and D, http://www.tbgpea.org/ 

resources/document-library; Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 of this EA). 

An interagency MOU among the Service, other federal and state cooperators, and the 

Association directs implementation and oversight of the Conservation Strategy (Conservation 

Strategy Appendix H, http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).  The MOU 

establishes a Conservation Advisory Committee that would collaboratively identify Conservation 

Priority Areas specific to each of the Covered Species.  The volunteer committee members 

would include experts from the Service, BLM, USFS, WGFD, University of Wyoming - 

Extension, NRCS, three members from non-governmental organizations (which might include, 

but would not be limited to, the Bird Conservancy of the Rockies, Audubon Wyoming, 

Environmental Defense Fund, etc.) and two or more consulting biologists with regional 

expertise.  For sagebrush steppe habitats, these priority habitat areas are expected to include 

designated sage-grouse core and connectivity areas (WY EO 2015-4, MT EO 12-2015), as well 

as other suitable habitats.  For shortgrass prairie habitats, Conservation Priority Areas would 

consist of habitats occupied by the species or that provide required habitat features.  The 

Conservation Advisory Committee will review all Participant plans.  Detailed monitoring, 

reporting, and implementation requirements are communicated in the Appendices to the 

Conservation Strategy (Conservation Strategy, Appendices C, D, and E 

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library; Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 of this EA). 

The Conservation Strategy also provides a decision tree that details how conservation efforts 

would be apportioned relative to the Conservation Priority Areas, surface ownership, mineral 

estate, and likelihood of subsequent development of the mineral estate (Conservation Strategy, 

Appendix E, http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).  For example, in the case 

where an Enrolled Property is within sage-grouse core area habitat (i.e., within a Conservation 

Priority Area), Conservation Measures would be implemented there with the intent of 

maintaining or improving the long-term conservation value of those lands.  In the case of 

reasonably foreseeable development of the federal mineral estate (Figure 3), some pre-

reclamation Conservation Measures (e.g., treatment of cheatgrass) may be appropriate for the 

participating energy producers.  However, until post-development reclamation is underway, 

conservation emphasis would be directed to Conservation Priority Areas that may be off the 

Enrolled Property.  The same might be true of private surface underlain by federal minerals, as is 

the case for some participating ranches.  The intent of the decision process is to apportion  

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library
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Figure 3.  Potential mineral development areas by Association members within the Action Area 

for the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation 

Strategy in northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana. 

 
Source: Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation Agreement 

(http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library)  
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implementation of the selected Conservation Measures in such a way that efficacy and durability 

of conservation benefit are achieved to the greatest extent possible within the Action Area. 

Both federal and non-federal (i.e., private, state) property is eligible for enrollment in the 

Conservation Strategy.  Each Participant would work with the Association to identify the number 

and location of enrolled acres, as well as the suite of Conservation Measures to be implemented 

or funded.  Preference would be given to Conservation Measures that are applied in 

Conservation Priority Areas or habitats occupied by the Covered Species.  The Conservation 

Advisory Committee would review the selection of Conservation Measures for each Participant 

prior to their final approval by the Association.  As noted, the Conservation Strategy is intended 

to allow for flexibility in the selection of Conservation Measures (i.e., adaptive management), 

including responses to Changed Circumstances, or economic and social activities (50 CFR Part 

17.22[d][5]).  It also provides incentives and disincentives through its point value system to 

encourage Participants to adopt those measures and project locations most likely to achieve 

demonstrable and long-term conservation benefit.  To maximize conservation benefit, members 

would be allowed to collaboratively implement or fund Conservation Measures where they 

would be most effective. 

Each Participant would be enrolled through a Certificate of Inclusion (CI) or a combination 

CI/Certificate of Participation (CP), depending on whether or not a federal interest is associated 

with the Enrolled Property.  These certificates would convey the permitting of incidental take for 

Covered Activities and either Assurances or a high degree of certainty, respectively, that the 

Service will not impose additional restrictions, Conservation Measures, or commitments of 

resources beyond those agreed to in the Conservation Strategy.     

Upon approval of the Conservation Strategy by the Service, the Association would be issued a 

Section l0(a)(1)(A) permit, which authorizes certain forms of take of the Covered Species should 

they become federally listed.  This would specifically include the permitted incidental take of 

Brewer’s sparrows, sage-grouse, sagebrush sparrows, sage thrashers, black-tailed prairie dogs, 

mountain plovers, burrowing owls, and ferruginous hawks.  Such take would be incidental to the 

implementation of Covered Activities within the Action Area, including Conservation Measures 

to be employed by: Association members participating in or allowing farming, ranching, and 

recreation on Enrolled Property; Association members participating in surface mining/in-situ 

mining on Enrolled Property, including future operations within a Potential Coal Development 

Area; and Association members participating in oil and gas production on Enrolled Property, 

including future activities in within a Potential Oil and Gas Development Area (Figure 3).  

Implementation of Conservation Measures may occur on or off Enrolled Property within the 

Action Area.  In addition to implementing habitat Conservation Measures, Covered Activities on 

Enrolled Property within the Coverage Area also would include a wide variety of operations 

(e.g., topsoil removal and haulage, construction [facilities, roads, fences, power lines, etc.]) 

associated with participating energy producers (i.e., surface/in-situ mining, oil and gas), 
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recreation, use of vehicles on and off roads, and agricultural activities, such as farming, livestock 

grazing and production, etc.   

As noted above, this analysis focuses on impacts from implementing Conservation Measures on 

Enrolled Property within the Action Area – the federal action under consideration being the 

issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit associated with implementation of the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy and supporting conservation agreements.  Future federal actions, such as 

the issuance of a lease or a permit related to energy production, will remain subject to their own 

respective permitting processes, as well as their own respective analyses and requirements under 

the NEPA or the ESA, including requirements such as a Service-approved monitoring and 

mitigation plan (i.e., best management practices) for migratory birds, as applicable.  Voluntary, 

proactive, participation in the Conservation Strategy by energy producers is, however, intended 

to exceed the conservation obligation associated with prior or prospective federal and state 

regulatory requirements related to existing or foreseeable energy development within the Action 

Area, respectively.  Consequently, participation in the Conservation Strategy by energy 

producers should facilitate any future Section 7 ESA consultation, should a Covered Species 

become listed.   

Following listing under the ESA, the Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit would allow for the incidental 

take of Covered Species, as well as the direct (i.e., purposeful) take of black-tailed prairie dogs 

under certain circumstances (e.g., human health and safety reasons, specified boundary control), 

as long as the stated permit conditions were met.  Incidental take would be allowed under the 

authority of regulations implementing CCAAs for species federally listed as endangered (50 

CFR 17.22[d]) or for species federally listed as threatened (50 CFR 17.32 [d]).  Direct take of 

black-tailed prairie dogs would be permitted under the authority of regulations pertaining to 

issuance of enhancement-of-survival permits for species federally listed as endangered (50 CFR 

Part 17.22[a]) or for species federally listed as threatened (50 CFR Part 17.32 [a]).  The permit 

would include conditions for each type of take, including the required implementation of the 

Conservation Strategy.  Direct take from shooting and/or poisoning of prairie dogs on enrolled 

private property, under clearly specified conditions, also could occur prior to an ESA listing 

decision.  However, the use of anti-coagulant rodenticides on Enrolled Property would be 

prohibited as both a condition of issuance of the permit (post-listing) and participation in the 

Conservation Strategy (regardless of listing).  The Conservation Strategy also encourages use of 

non-toxic or full-metal jacketed bullets for prairie dog hunting on Enrolled Property, but it is 

only required for Participants under specific Conservation Measures.  The Association estimates 

that no more than 10 percent of Participants would implement control measures resulting in the 

direct take of black-tailed prairie dogs on Enrolled Property, and that such levels of control 

would occur infrequently and only in years of high expansion of prairie dog numbers.  Refer to 

Section 8 of the CCAA portion of the Conservation Strategy for more details regarding 

incidental take of Covered Species and direct take of black-tailed prairie dogs 

(http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).   
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Development of the Association’s Conservation Strategy is in keeping with both the Service’s 

CCAA policy (64 FR 32726) and its recent policy guidance (Service 2008b) regarding landscape 

conservation strategies intended to conserve At-risk species across interspersed federal and non-

federal lands.  This effort also supports multiple federal and state guidance, including federal EO 

13186 (66 FR 3853) and existing state coal permit requirements for Service-approved avian 

monitoring and mitigation plans (i.e., best management practices), among others.  The proposed 

duration of the proposed Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit and the Conservation Strategy agreements is 

30 years.  

2.3 Alternative C – Issuance of Individual Permits - Implementation of 

Individual CCAAs / CCAs  

Under Alternative C, the Service would not issue a Section 10(a)(1)(A) enhancement of survival 

permit to the Association.  Furthermore, the Association would not implement the landscape-

scale Conservation Strategy for multiple At-risk species within the Action Area.  Instead, 

property owners would be able to participate in existing conservation programs, or the Service 

would consider working with individual interested parties to develop site-specific conservation 

agreements to provide conservation benefit for specified species and ecosystem(s).  In the latter 

case, each willing party would develop and implement a CCAA or combined CCAA/CCA, 

depending on the presence/absence of interests in federal property, and each interested party 

would be issued their own Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit for enrolled private property.  

Conservation Measures to be implemented under individual agreements would be determined by 

the Service and the property owner, and would apply only to the species and ecosystem(s) on 

their Enrolled Property.  Partnership development and collaborative implementation of 

Conservation Measures, both on and off-property, would depend upon the initiative of 

individuals or entities taking part under this alternative.  The proposed duration of the permit and 

the individual CCAA or combined CCAA/CCA would be based on each particular situation.  

Issuance of individual Section 10(a)(1)(A) permits would require the Service to perform the 

appropriate NEPA analyses and prepare the appropriate ESA opinion documents (conference or 

biological opinions) for each site-specific conservation agreement developed. 

2.4 Alternatives Considered But Not Fully Evaluated – Alternative D 

Federal agencies are required by NEPA to rigorously explore and evaluate alternatives that meet 

the purpose and need, and then briefly discuss the reasons for eliminating any alternatives not 

developed in detail (40 CFR Part 1502.14[a]).  The Service considered one additional alternative 

but did not analyze it further because it was unlikely to be of interest to property owners within 

the Action Area. 

Under Alternative D, as a matter of expediency, the Service would consider participation in the 

development and implementation of either a programmatic CCAA for private property or a 
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programmatic CCA for federal property.  That is, enrollment of properties would be limited to 

private property in the case of development of a CCAA or federal property in the case of the 

development of a CCA.  In other words, only one of these agreements would be developed under 

this alternative; no opportunity would be available to participate in a combined CCAA/CCA.  

Although federal surface does not comprise a substantial portion of the Action Area, sub-surface 

minerals in that area are dominated by federal ownership.  Furthermore, the ownership pattern 

(particularly surface ownership) is highly interspersed throughout the area.  In this case, property 

owners with both private and federal interests would only be able to enroll a portion of their 

property.  Therefore, it is unlikely that an individual or entity with both private and federal 

interests would participate in a single agreement. 

3.0 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

This chapter describes in general terms the environmental characteristics of the Action Area for 

the Conservation Strategy, as well as the components of the environment that could be adversely 

affected or impacted by the alternatives.  A tiered screening process (Appendix 4) was used to 

determine which components of the affected environment to describe in this chapter and carry 

forward in the analyses of alternatives presented in Chapter 4.  While no impact related to 

Environmental Justice is anticipated, the requirement (see Section 3.4) for federal agencies to 

consider this issue mandates this component of the human environment be included in analyses 

conducted for this EA.  Potential negative impacts on other resources were evaluated only in 

regard to the federal action under consideration; i.e., the issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit 

(Proposed Action) related to implementation of the Conservation Strategy, and the alternative 

actions described above (see Section 2.1 and Section 2.3).  The Service has determined that 

potential negative impacts will likely be limited to the following elements of the affected 

environment: 

● Species covered by the Conservation Strategy (i.e., Covered Species); 

● Endangered, Threatened, Proposed, and Candidate Species; 

● Sensitive Species and other Vertebrate Species of Concern; 

● Farm and Ranch Lands; 

● Environmental Justice (analysis required); and 

● Socioeconomics. 

 

Remaining components of the environment (e.g., climate change, water resources, cultural 

resources, etc.) were excluded from further analysis based on the determination that the 

alternatives are expected to have no adverse effect or impact on that particular element 

(Appendix 4).   
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3.1 Physical Characteristics of the Action Area 

The Action Area encompasses approximately 13.2 million largely contiguous acres with mixed 

ownership across northeastern Wyoming and southeastern Montana (Figure 1).  Due to the 

extensive energy reserves in the region, a substantial number of environmental resources have 

been monitored throughout the Action Area since at least the mid-1970s, including resources 

analyzed in this EA.  State and federal biologists also conduct regular wildlife inventories 

throughout their districts, encompassing the Action Area.  In addition, the information provided 

in this EA is supported by multiple separate NEPA analyses conducted for projects managed by 

the BLM or USFS across the Action Area and spanning at least 40 years.  Other large-scale oil 

and gas projects with the Action Area are in various stages of NEPA analysis; those project 

documents are not yet available for public review (https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl-front-

office/eplanning/lup/ lup_register.do). 

In addition to energy projects, several recent analyses of other landscape-scale planning or 

conservation efforts have evaluated the same resources as those considered here; these analyses 

also encompassed all or portions of the Action Area considered herein.  Where appropriate, 

elements of these previous analyses have been incorporated by reference into this analysis.  

Examples of landscape level inventories, analyses, and assessments that have overlapped 

portions of the Action Area include, but are not limited to: 

● Environmental Assessment for the Black-footed Ferret Wyoming Statewide 10(j) Rule 

(Service 2015b);  

● The Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Approved Land Use Plan Amendment and Final 

Environmental Impact Statement (BLM 2015c); 

● Miles City Field Office Approved Resource Management Plan and Final Environmental 

Impact Statement (PRMP/FEIS) (BLM 2015d); 

● Buffalo Field Office Approved Resource Management Plan (BLM 2015a, Attachment 6);  

● Final Environmental Assessment for A Greater Sage-grouse Umbrella Candidate 

Conservation Agreement with Assurances for Wyoming Ranch Management (Service 

2014a); 

● Greater Sage-Grouse Umbrella CCAA for Wyoming Ranch Management (Service 2013b) 

and companion CCA for federal lands (BLM 2014b); 

● Finding of No Significant Impact WY-070-EA14-291: High Plains District Portion of the 

February 2015 Lease Sale (BLM 2014c); 

● Finding of No Significant Impact and Final Environmental Assessment for the Black-

footed Ferret Programmatic Safe Harbor Agreement (Service 2013d);   

● Final Socioeconomic baseline report for the Wyoming Greater Sage-Grouse Resource 

Management Plan Amendments for the BLM Casper, Kemmerer, Newcastle, Pinedale, 

Rawlins, and Rock Springs Field Offices and the Land and Resource Management Plan 

Amendments for National Forest System Lands Administered by the Medicine Bow and 
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Bridger-Teton National Forests and the Thunder Basin National Grassland (BLM 

2012a); 

● Mackey Road Relocation Project Final Environmental Impact Statement (USFS 2013b); 

● Northwestern Plains Rapid Ecoregional Assessment (BLM 2012b); 

● Analysis of the Management Situation for the Wyoming Sage-Grouse Management 

Resource Management Plan Amendments (BLM 2011a); 

● Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Buckskin Mine Hay Creek II Coal Lease 

Application WYW-172684 (BLM 2011b); 

● Final Environmental Impact Statement, Eastern Powder River Coal Basin of Wyoming 

(BLM 1974); 

● WGFD Annual Job Completion Reports for game and non-game species;  

● Annual Wildlife Monitoring Reports for surface coal mines; and  

● Thunder Basin Wyoming: Ecological Assessment of Terrestrial Ecosystems (Ecosystem 

Management Research Institute [EMRI] 2008). 

 

Summary reports from wildlife monitoring efforts are available on the WGFD and MFWP 

websites, as well as in annual wildlife monitoring reports prepared for the coal mines in 

Wyoming and Montana and project-specific reports for other energy industries (e.g., oil and gas, 

bentonite, etc.).  Coal mine annual wildlife reports are on file with the Department of 

Environmental Quality in Wyoming or Montana.  Reports for other energy entities are available 

from the lead state or federal agency for the respective projects.  BLM documents are available 

on that agency’s Wyoming or Montana website under their respective NEPA links.  All USFS 

documents and Certifications of Acceptance for environmental analyses are on file with the 

appropriate Ranger District.  The EMRI document is available on the Association’s website.   

3.1.1 Regional Characteristics 

The Action Area spans four ecoregions: Northwestern Great Plains, Middle Rockies, High 

Plains, and Southern Rockies (Wiken et al. 2011, Chapman et al. 2004, Woods et al. 2002).  

Ecoregions define areas with generally similar ecosystems, including the type, quality, and 

quantity of environmental resources.  Among other things, ecoregions are designed to serve as a 

spatial framework for the management and monitoring of ecosystems and their components.   

The Northwestern Great Plains ecoregion dominates the Action Area (Wiken et al. 2011).  A 

large portion of this region is comprised of the Powder River Basin (PRB), including the 

Thunder Basin National Grassland (TBNG).  The PRB itself is both a geological structure and a 

topographic drainage basin.  Coal, sandstone, and shale bedrock underlie much of the region, 

especially within the PRB.  This largely unglaciated ecoregion encompasses the Missouri Plateau 

section of the Great Plains in southeastern Montana, northeastern Wyoming, and the western 

portion of the Dakotas (Wiken et al. 2011, Chapman et al. 2004).  This ecoregion is characterized 

by a highly variable landscape that includes rolling upland prairie (sagebrush and grasslands), 
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heavily dissected areas of buttes and badlands, rough breaks with ponderosa pine (Pinus 

ponderosa)-Rocky Mountain juniper (Juniperus scopulorum) forests or savanna, mountain 

foothills, and localized wetlands and treed riparian corridors.  Porcellanite (also called scoria or 

clinker) formed naturally from the fusion and baking of strata overlaying underground coal beds 

when they spontaneously ignited and burned prehistorically; it caps many ridgelines in the PRB 

with distinctive red-orange rock.  This ecoregion is characterized by a dry steppe climate marked 

by hot summers and cold winters (Wiken et al. 2011). 

Although the Middle Rockies is the second most-common ecoregion overall, it is limited to the 

Black Hills in the northeastern corner of the Action Area.  The Black Hills are a dome-like uplift 

located on the Missouri Plateau of the Great Plains.  The granitic central core of the uplift is 

surrounded by deeply eroded sedimentary deposits.  Prominent features in this ecoregion include 

Devils Tower, the Hogback Ridge, and the Red Valley.  Upper elevations of the Black Hills are 

comprised of mountainous topography with highly eroded outcrops and broad valleys.  Highly 

dissected, tilted rock faces and steep canyon slopes are common in some areas (Chapman et al. 

2004).  Limestone caves and persistent springs also occur in some locations.  A limestone 

plateau is evident above 5,000 feet, with granitic intrusions that form the major peaks to 

elevations greater than 7,000 feet.  Though other tree species occur, ponderosa pine dominates 

this rugged landscape.  This ecoregion typically has warm to cool summers and relatively severe 

winters (Wiken et al. 2011). 

The High Plains ecoregion is a landscape of rolling plains, tablelands with moderate relief, 

escarpments, bluffs, and badlands in the southeastern corner of the Action Area.  This region was 

formed by the uplift and erosion of the Rocky Mountains.  The Hat Creek Breaks, an extension 

of the Pine Ridge of Nebraska and South Dakota, and Hartville Uplift are included in this area.  

In addition to sandstone, the underlying geology of the Hartville Uplift contains dolomite and 

limestone.  Drought resistant shortgrass and some mixed-grass prairie species dominate the 

plains vegetation, with ponderosa pine woodlands and open grasslands alternating along the 

rocky outcrops.  This ecoregion also has a dry steppe climate; it is drier than the Central Great 

Plains to the east and usually has hot summers and cold winters (Wiken et al. 2011).  

The Southern Rockies ecoregion is limited to the southwestern corner of the Action Area.  This 

region is dominated by rolling to irregular terrain and serves as a transition zone from the higher 

elevation forests of the Laramie, Medicine Bow, and Sierra Madre mountains to the more arid 

grassland and sagebrush habitats of the adjacent plains.  Mid-elevation forests of aspen (Populus 

tremuloides) and various pine (Pinus spp.) species and shrublands are found in the higher 

elevations of this ecoregion.  The ecoregion has the most severe climate, with a subarctic climate 

at high elevations (more than 12,900 feet) and generally greater precipitation levels than the 

other ecoregions (Wiken et al. 2011).   

Elevations throughout the Action Area range from less than 2,500 feet to 9,000 feet above mean 

sea level (Chapman et al. 2004, Woods et al. 2002).  The surface geology in much of the area is 
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dominated by weathered bedrock (residuum) mixed with materials deposited by wind (eolian), 

water (alluvium), and other methods (erosion, sedimentation, etc.) (EMRI 2008). 

The climate in the Action Area is considered semi-arid except in the upper elevations of the 

Black Hills, which have a more moderate, continental climate (Chapman et al. 2004, Driscoll et 

al. 2002).  Nevertheless, the entire region has evapotranspiration rates that exceed annual 

precipitation levels.  Recurring periods of extended drought, sometimes lasting several years, are 

not unusual.  Sunshine dominates approximately 75 percent of summer days and 60 percent of 

winter days.  Summers are short and warm, while winters are longer and cold.  Most 

(approximately 80%) precipitation occurs as rain between April and October, with snowfall 

common from November through March (EMRI 2008).  However, precipitation levels are highly 

variable among seasons and also can be extremely localized, especially rainfall.  Temperatures 

also vary among seasons and can range widely from day to day within seasons, and from day to 

night (BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2009, 2008a, 2007b; EMRI 2008, Chapman et al. 

2004, Driscoll et al. 2002, Woods et al. 2002).  The area is quite breezy, with wind speeds 

generally higher during the day than at night and strongest during winter and spring.  The 

predominant wind direction is west-northwest or southeast, depending on the season.  Local 

variations in wind speed and direction are primarily due to differences in topography.  The area 

has approximately 100-130 frost-free days (Curtis 2004), with plant growth occurring mainly 

between April and September (EMRI 2008). 

The average annual temperature in the Action Area is approximately 46 degrees Fahrenheit (°F) 

(BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2009, 2008a, 2007b; EMRI 2008), with a slightly lower 

average (44°F) in the Black Hills (Driscoll et al. 2002).  July is usually the warmest (average 

71°F) month and January is typically the coldest (average 23°F).  Average annual precipitation 

levels vary across the Action Area, ranging from 11.8 to 15.7 inches outside the Black Hills, and 

from 19 to 28 inches in the hills, depending on elevation.  The wettest months are typically May 

and June.  Annual average snowfall in the Action Area is approximately 53.8 inches.  Average 

annual wind speed is approximately 10 to 16 miles per hour (mph), depending on the season, 

though sustained winds of 30 to 40 mph or higher are not uncommon. 

The Action Area is drained by numerous major rivers, including the Tongue, Powder, Little 

Missouri, Little Powder, Belle Fourche, Cheyenne, and North Platte (Chapman et al. 2004, 

Woods et al. 2002).  Several named and unnamed tributaries of these rivers also occur in the 

area.  Although rivers are considered to be perennial, it is not uncommon to find large reaches 

with dry channels during the summer.  The tributaries to these rivers are typically intermittent 

(do not flow year-round) or ephemeral (flow only during rainfall or snowmelt events).  

Numerous springs and seeps also are present in the Black Hills and the northern regions of the 

Action Area, nearest the Bighorn Mountains.  Three large, manmade reservoirs also are present 

within the Action Area: Tongue River, Keyhole, and Glendo.  Many constructed reservoirs and 

ponds also are present, though most do not hold water year-round.    
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3.1.2 Soils 

Soils vary in composition and depth depending on where and how they were formed.  Major 

factors involved in the formation of soils include whether the material was transported, the 

source of the material, and how the material was weathered during and after transportation.  The 

four primary sources of soil formation in the Action Area are: 1) soils developing predominantly 

in alluvium (stream-laid) or eolian (wind-blown) deposits derived from sandstone and shale; 2) 

soils developing predominantly in slopewash, colluvium (material that has been transported 

downslope by rock falls, slides, and slumps), or alluvial fan deposits from mixed sources; 3) soils 

developing predominantly in residuum (residual material) weathered from sandstone and shale; 

and 4) drainage soils developing in mixed stream-laid alluvium on terraces and channels and in 

fine-textured playa deposits in depressions and closed basins (BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 

2009, 2008a, 2007b). 

The soils within the Action Area vary within and among ecoregions (Chapman et al. 2004, 

Woods et al. 2002).  In the majority of the two plains regions, soils are generally derived from 

shale, siltstone, and sandstone and consist largely of Aridisols (desert soils), Entisols (new soils), 

and Mollisols (prairie soils) (EMRI 2008).  The northern-most portion of the plains area is 

comprised largely of heavy, alkaline soils with a frigid temperature regime (i.e., cool mean 

annual temperature, though warmer in summer).  These frigid soils are often comprised of clays 

and derived from residuum; in general, they are less mesic (i.e., moist) than soils found 

elsewhere in the plains regions.  Sheet-wash and gully erosion can be prominent in these areas, 

along with small pockets of exposed salt pans scattered across the prairie.  Saline-alkali soils are 

present throughout the Action Area.  Limited areas of fertile alluvial valleys occur along the 

major streams in this portion of the plains region.   

Coal, sandstone, and shale bedrock of the Tongue River Member of the Tertiary Fort Union 

Formation underlie a relatively narrow band that runs north-south through the west-central 

portion of the plains region.  Porcellanite (also called scoria or clinker) also is common along 

this band; this substance forms from the natural burning of coal beds and caps the hills with 

distinctive red-orange rock.  Soils are often gravelly and poorly developed along this band, with 

rocky outcrops common (Chapman et al. 2004).   

In the southeastern portion of the high plains, the fine sandy and silty loams are formed from 

weathered Oligocene and Miocene sandstone (Ogallala and Arikaree Formations, and upper 

White River Groups) (Chapman et al. 2004).  Light-colored sedimentary rocks have eroded into 

escarpments, bluffs, and badlands in this area.   

Along the base of the Black Hills, plains soils are characterized by heavy, mesic materials 

derived from underlying Cretaceous Pierre shale as well as calcareous Niobrara shale, Carlile 

shale, Mowry shale, and Belle Fourche shale (Chapman et al. 2004).  This region also has 
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extensive bentonite deposits.  The Black Hills themselves are comprised largely of metamorphic 

materials. 

Soils in the Action Area have been affected by a variety of natural processes and human 

activities.  The majority of the area is under private ownership, with ranching as a primary land 

use.  Soils can be affected by grazing regimes, including timing, duration, and stocking rates of 

livestock use.  Agricultural practices such as tilling, fertilizing, irrigating, applying herbicides, 

etc. also can impact soils.  Natural wildfires, controlled burns, and escaped burns, as well as fire 

suppression, can affect the physical and chemical characteristics of soils.  Residential 

development brings disturbance, changes in plant composition, use of fertilizers and herbicides, 

and changes in the natural water cycle of the area through construction and subsequent lawn 

care.  Recreation can increase erosion rates and damage friable soils through overuse or use at 

inappropriate times or rates.  Energy development impacts soils through construction of above 

and underground infrastructure such as roads, well pads, pipelines, facilities, power lines, etc., as 

well as the complete upheaval and subsequent replacement of enormous volumes of topsoil, 

overburden, and underburden during the extraction of coal and other mineral resources.  While 

some of these activities can benefit soils to some degree, most also can negatively affect soil 

composition, compaction, water infiltration and erosion rates, and fertility.     

3.1.3 Vegetation 

The Action Area supports a diversity of plant communities adapted to their respective 

ecoregions.  These communities are affected by a number of factors including soil composition, 

topography, temperature, precipitation, elevation, and land management practices.  Vegetation 

within the Action Area can be classified into two primary ecosystems: sagebrush steppe and 

shortgrass prairie (WGFD 2010, Chapman et al. 2004, Woods et al. 2002).  These habitats 

support the two wildlife assemblages covered by the Conservation Strategy.  Smaller areas of 

desert shrublands, riparian areas (trees and bottomlands), woodlands, agricultural lands (crops, 

haylands, and planted pastures), rough breaks, wetlands, and other habitats are found within or 

adjacent to the two main ecological communities.  In general, sagebrush stands are larger and 

denser in the northern portion of the Action Area and grasslands, especially shortgrass prairie, 

are more prevalent in the southern regions.   

Sagebrush steppe and upland grassland habitats dominate the plains region (i.e., majority) of the 

Action Area (BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2009, 2008a, 2007b).  Wyoming big sagebrush 

(Artemisia tridentata wyomingensis) is the most common shrub in the area.  Sagebrush stands 

often occur as a mosaic across the landscape and are typically intermixed with upland grasslands 

(i.e., sagebrush-grasslands).  Silver sagebrush (Artemisia cana), skunkbush sumac (Rhus 

trilobata), western snowberry (Symphoricarpos occidentalis), and serviceberry (Amelanchier 

spp.) grow along streams, drainages, and on some north-facing slopes in the Action Area.  

Wyoming big sagebrush is not as abundant in the southern grasslands, though other shrubs such 

as rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus spp.) and Great Plains yucca (Yucca glauca) often occur on 
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rocky hillsides throughout the area.  Black greasewood (Sarcobatus vermiculatus) is present 

where alkali soils persist, and birdsfoot sagebrush (Artemisia pedatifida) is common in some 

portions of the shortgrass prairie regions.  Leadplant (Amopha canescens) occurs in the 

understory of the Black Hills in the northeastern portion of the Action Area.   

Mountain big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata vaseyana) and mountain mahogany (Cercocarpus 

ledifolius) are interspersed throughout the high plains prairie grasslands on the eastern side of the 

Laramie Mountains in the southwestern portion of the Action Area.  Relative shrub cover 

recorded during baseline inventories conducted for recent coal mine expansions across the 

Action Area ranged from less than 1 percent to approximately 55 percent of total cover within a 

given amendment area.  Overall, shrublands in these recent datasets represented approximately 

36 percent of total cover (BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2009, 2008a, 2007b).  Although 

these data were not collected in every possible location, they are spread across a broad expanse 

and, therefore, are representative of a substantial portion of the Action Area.   

Extensive and largely treeless mixed-grass prairies are found in areas with less moisture.  

Western wheatgrass (Agropyron smithii), bluebunch wheatgrass (Elymus spicatus), and Sandberg 

bluegrass (Poa secunda) are some principal native forage species, with shortgrass species such as 

blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis), buffalograss (Bouteloua dactyloides), and prairie Junegrass 

(Koeleria macrantha) also common.  Numerous other native grass species occur throughout the 

Action Area, as do introduced species such as crested wheatgrass (Agropyron cristatum), smooth 

brome (Bromus inermis), and cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum).  A variety of native and introduced 

forbs also occur throughout the Action Area.  Relative grass cover (including upland grasslands 

and playas) recorded during coal-related baseline inventories conducted across the Action Area 

ranged from less than 1 percent to approximately 42 percent of total cover within a given 

amendment area.  Overall, these grassland habitats represented approximately 41 percent of total 

cover in recent datasets (BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2009, 2008a, 2007b).  When 

combined with the sagebrush steppe community, these two habitat categories comprised 

approximately 77 percent of the areas sampled for coal mine projects in recent years. 

Agricultural habitats are not prevalent within the Action Area (BLM 2012b, Chapman et al. 

2004).  They are generally characterized by dryland and irrigated hay fields, and planted 

pastures.  Such areas are often comprised of crested wheatgrass or other introduced or non-native 

forage species.  Areas of irrigated fields are typically found along more level alluvial valleys.  

Although cultivated crops such as winter wheat are present, they are not abundant.  Agricultural 

habitats (hay fields and planted pastures) recorded during coal-related baseline inventories 

ranged from less than 1 percent to approximately 26 percent of total cover within a given 

amendment area.  Overall, these habitats represented approximately 14 percent of total cover in 

recent datasets (BLM 2011b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2009, 2008a, 2007b).  When combined with 

sagebrush steppe and grassland communities, these three habitat categories comprised 

approximately 91 percent of the areas sampled for coal mine projects in recent years. 
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Forested lands comprise approximately 2 percent of the Action Area, and occur only in specific 

regions within that area.  The Black Hills in the northeastern corner of the Action Area contain 

the greatest proportion of trees, with additional forests found in upper elevations of the more 

mountainous region in the southwestern corner of the Action Area.  As noted, the Hat Creek 

Breaks near Lusk in the southeastern portion of the Action Area are an extension of the Pine 

Ridge of Nebraska and South Dakota.  Coniferous woodlands in both regions are comprised 

largely of ponderosa pine with high meadows (Chapman et al. 2004).  Other coniferous species 

found in the Black Hills, as well as in mountainous regions in the southwestern portion of the 

Action Area, include the lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta), limber pine (Pinus flexilis), Douglas 

fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), and various spruce (Picea spp.) species.  These forests are sprinkled 

with stands of aspen and/or paper birch (Betula papyrifera), which grow with white spruce 

(Picea glauca) on north-facing slopes and in moist canyons.  The bur oak (Quercus macrocarpa) 

is sometimes found in the northern portion of the Black Hills.   

The northern portion of the Action Area generally receives more precipitation and has more 

perennial streams due to flow off the northern Bighorn Mountains and Black Hills.  As a result, 

riparian tree and shrub growth is more extensive in those areas and includes species such as the 

cottonwood (Populus spp.), boxelder (Acer negundo), and willow (Salix spp.), among others.  

Wetlands and other mesic areas also are more common in areas with reliable water sources.  The 

foothills of both the Black Hills and the mountains in the southwestern portion of the Action 

Area are characterized by partly wooded (including juniper) or shrub- and grass-covered slopes 

(Chapman et al. 2004).  The understory of the Black Hills is comprised of species similar to 

those found on the adjacent plains, including blue grama and buffalograss, with additional 

species such as little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) and leadplant (Chapman et al. 2004) 

often present.  In general, forested areas are currently denser than they would have been 

historically because of fire suppression (BLM 2012b, Chapman et al. 2004).  

Vegetation in the Action Area also has been affected by a variety of natural processes and human 

activities.  Like soils, vegetation can be affected by livestock grazing regimes, including timing, 

duration, and stocking rates.  Agricultural practices such as conversion of native habitats to 

introduced or crop species, irrigation, and application of fertilizers and herbicides impact natural 

vegetative communities.  The use or suppression of fire and grazing practices can be either 

beneficial or detrimental, depending on the circumstance.  The loss of native herbivores such as 

bison (Bison bison) and prairie dogs also can impact vegetative conditions.  Invasion by non-

native plant species can have both short-term and long-term effects.  Recreational overuse, 

residential development, and energy development all can affect natural communities.  

Reclamation efforts in disturbed areas can balance negative impacts when appropriate seed 

mixes are used in a timely manner.      
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3.2 Wildlife 

3.2.1 Covered Species 

A wide variety of wildlife species occur in the Action Area as either year-round or seasonal 

residents, or as migrants.  The Association has proposed to implement Conservation Measures to 

benefit eight Covered Species, representing the two main ecosystems within the Action Area.  

These ecosystems and Covered Species include: 

● Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage 

▪ Sage-grouse  

▪ Sagebrush sparrow  

▪ Brewer’s sparrow  

▪ Sage thrasher  

● Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage 

▪ Black-tailed prairie dog 

▪ Mountain plover 

▪ Burrowing owl 

▪ Ferruginous hawk 

 

Four of the eight Covered Species are currently, or have been, part of the listing process under 

the ESA, though none have been listed as threatened or endangered to date: sage-grouse, 

mountain plover, black-tailed prairie dog, and ferruginous hawk.  The burrowing owl and 

mountain plover are considered SGCN Tier I priority in Wyoming, with the remaining six 

species as Tier II (WGFD 2016).  All six passerines are considered Birds of Conservation 

Concern by the Service (2008a) in at least one region overlapping the Coverage Area.  The sage-

grouse and mountain plover are considered SGCN2 species by the MFWP, with the remaining 

six species as SGCN3 (Montana Field Guide Online 2016a-h).   

Seven of the eight species are included on both the Wyoming and Montana BLM sensitive 

species lists (BLM 2015b, 2014a) for the administrative districts that overlap the Action Area; 

the sagebrush sparrow is not considered a sensitive species for the Miles City, Montana Field 

Office.  Seven of the eight species are considered USFS Region 2 (most of Wyoming) (USFS 

2013a) sensitive species and three of the eight are considered USFS Region 1 (Montana) 

sensitive species (MNHP 2016, USFS 2011).  Appendix 1, Tables 2 through 8 present lists of 

covered and other special status species that may occur within the Action Area, along with their 

status and ranking at the federal and state levels, where applicable.   

Sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats throughout the Action Area are becoming 

increasingly lost, degraded, and fragmented due to the impacts of multiple threats including 

direct conversion, urbanization, infrastructure (roads, power lines, etc.), wildfire and the change 

in wildfire frequency, incursion of invasive plants, inappropriate grazing management, and 
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nonrenewable and renewable energy development.  The Covered Species themselves can be 

vulnerable to diseases such as West Nile virus (sage-grouse and other birds) and plague (black-

tailed prairie dog).  Although the black-tailed prairie dog is considered a non-game species by 

the WGFD (Orabona et al. 2012), it also considered a pest throughout the west and therefore is 

regularly subject to population control (predominantly poisoning) efforts; the results from those 

efforts also affect other species that rely on prairie dog colonies for food, shelter, or escape 

cover.  Many of these threat factors could be exacerbated by effects of climate change, which 

may influence long-term habitat trends. 

The following summaries provide important background information for the eight covered 

wildlife species, as well as certain other species of concern.  These descriptions of habitat 

requirements, population status, known and potential threats, and other information help define 

the context of conservation effort in the Action Area.   

3.2.1.1 Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage 

Sagebrush habitats are found in cold, windy, semi-desert climates across the Intermountain West 

(WGFD 2010).  Wyoming has more sagebrush than any other state.  These shrubland 

communities range from less than 4,000 feet to more than 9,500 feet in elevation, with annual 

precipitation varying from approximately 6 to 20 inches or more.  Local shrub-steppe habitats 

are dominated by various species of sagebrush, greasewood, saltbush (Atriplex spp.), and 

rabbitbrush, with a less prominent grass component (Nicholoff 2003).  Approximately 45 percent 

of the potential sagebrush habitat in the West has lost its sagebrush component due to habitat 

conversion to cropland or pasture, development, conifer encroachment, and conversion to annual 

grasslands as a result of wildfire and exotic weed infestations (Connelly et al. 2003 in WGFD 

2010).  Public land management agencies, particularly the BLM, administer a large percentage of 

sagebrush habitats; throughout the West; less than 30 percent of all sagebrush lands are privately 

owned (Raphael et al. 2001 in WGFD 2010).  Consequently, public land use policies and 

decisions have an important and substantial influence on the future of sagebrush habitats and 

associated wildlife species.  

Across the United States, approximately 63 percent of shrubland and shrub-dependent avian 

species have experienced population declines over the last century (Nicholoff 2003).  

Approximately 50 percent of such species in the Intermountain West have shown downward 

trends during that period.  Habitat loss has occurred in shrub-dominated ecosystems across the 

west through a variety of means, including sagebrush removal to increase livestock forage, 

residential expansion, energy development, and changes in fire regime, among others (Nicholoff 

2003, Martin and Carlson 1998).  These activities have affected the distribution, productivity, 

and long-term population trends of various shrubland species.  In addition to habitat loss, these 

factors can result in habitat fragmentation that can exacerbate indirect impacts on species 

dependent upon shrubland communities.   
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Sage-grouse – Sage-grouse are native gallinaceous birds found throughout the western United 

States and portions of southern Canada (WGFD 2014a).  These large birds require an extensive 

mosaic of vegetation dominated by sagebrush of varying densities and heights, along with an 

associated diverse community of native grasses and forbs to reproduce and survive throughout 

the year (Wyoming Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Plan, WGFD 2003).  Early in the spring, 

grouse gather at breeding display sites called leks.  Leks are usually in open areas (playas, ridge 

tops, sparse sagebrush, prairie dog colonies, or burned areas) that are surrounded by dense 

sagebrush and escape cover.  The surrounding area also typically represents nesting, loafing, and 

foraging habitat.  Additional sage-grouse habitat can be found in small grassland openings, 

intermingled meadows, wetlands, and drainages next to sagebrush, where breeding and brood-

rearing occur.  Radio-telemetry studies conducted in Wyoming have demonstrated that most 

sage-grouse populations in the state are regionally migratory to varying extents.  Nevertheless, 

sage-grouse appear to display high fidelity to seasonal ranges, and some are known to return to 

the same area to nest in subsequent years (WGFD 2014a).  

Sage-grouse are believed to have historically occurred in 13 western states (including Wyoming 

and Montana) and 3 Canadian provinces, but have been extirpated from Arizona, Nebraska, and 

British Columbia (80 FR 59858, Schroeder et al. 2004).  This subspecies of sage-grouse is 

classified as endangered under Canada’s Species at Risk Act.  The reduction in sage-grouse 

range is attributed primarily to extensive alteration or loss of sagebrush habitats (WGFD 2014a, 

Aldridge et al. 2008).  Breeding populations of this species are estimated to have declined by 17 

to 47 percent throughout much of its range (Connelly et al. 2004).  Rangewide, sage-grouse 

currently occupy approximately 56 percent of their pre-European distribution (Schroeder et al. 

2004), though overall abundance may have decreased by as much as 93 percent from presumed 

historical levels (Braun 2006).  The Service’s (2015c) most recent rangewide population estimate 

is from 200,000 to 500,000 individuals.    

The sage-grouse occurs year-round throughout non-forested regions of Wyoming (Orabona et al. 

2012) and Montana (Montana Field Guide Online 2016a).  This species is relatively common in 

sagebrush steppe habitats throughout both states, especially in the central and southwestern 

regions of Wyoming due to relatively intact habitat compared to other states in its range (WGFD 

2014a).  In Montana, sage-grouse are found in the eastern half and southwestern corner of the 

state.  The Action Area is near the eastern edge of sage-grouse range, especially in northeastern 

Wyoming.  In that region, occupied habitat is fairly contiguous from the Bighorn Mountains east 

to the Black Hills and the Wyoming-Nebraska state line, with the exception of forests, 

grasslands, and cultivated agricultural lands.  However, sagebrush habitats in northeastern 

Wyoming are less continuous and generally comprised of shorter, sparser shrubs than in the 

western part of the state, which contributes to lower sage-grouse densities in the northeast.   

Both Wyoming and Montana have created statewide and/or regional sage-grouse working groups 

to develop localized management goals.  Vegetative communities within the NEWWG, which 

encompasses the vast majority of the Action Area, and elsewhere across the region are naturally 
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fragmented as they transition from the intermountain basin sagebrush communities in the west to 

the prairie communities in the east (NEWWG 2014).  The area addressed by this working group 

overlaps all but the mountainous region of the southern portion of the Action Area and the small 

peripheral properties in southeastern Montana.  Consequently, the majority of the discussion 

focuses on the Wyoming portion of the Action Area.   

Sage-grouse abundance in the NEWWG area corresponds to the spatial extent and quality of 

sagebrush habitats on the landscape (NEWWG 2014).  Sagebrush cover in the PRB has been 

estimated at approximately 35 percent, with an average patch size of less of than 300 acres 

(Rowland et al. 2005 in NEWWG 2014).  In contrast, the Upper Green River Basin in 

southwestern Wyoming has sagebrush cover of approximately 58 percent with an average patch 

size greater than 1,200 acres (Rowland et al. 2005 in NEWWG 2014).  Both sagebrush cover and 

patch size in the PRB have decreased over time.  Sagebrush cover in that region was estimated at 

approximately 41 percent in 1964, with an average patch size of approximately 820 acres.  The 

reduction in patch size in the PRB since then represents a reduction of more than 63 percent in 

40 years (i.e., from 820-acre patches to less than 300-acre patches) (Rowland et al. 2005 in 

NEWWG 2014).   

Based on long-term (1967-2015) lek count and monitoring data, the regional population trend 

suggests an approximately 10-year cycle of highs and lows for the NEWWG region (Figure 4; 

WGFD 2014b).  However, with the exception of the most recent cycle, these periodic peaks and 

lows in average male lek attendance have gradually declined during that period, indicating a 

steadily declining sage-grouse population. 
  
Figure 4.  Male sage-grouse lek attendance in the Northeast Wyoming Working Group area from 

1967 through 2015. 

 
 Source: WGFD 2014b 
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Although sage-grouse leks occur throughout the Action Area, peak male counts in the area have 

historically been quite low overall, especially compared to other regions (NEWWG 2014, 

Montana’s Greater Sage-grouse Habitat Conservation Advisory Council [Advisory Council 

2014]).  In fact, northeastern Wyoming has typically had the lowest average male lek attendance 

in the state since at least 1995 (Figure 5).  That portion of Wyoming averaged 16 males per 

active lek in 2015, compared to the statewide average of 31 males per active lek (WGFD 2014b).  

Male lek attendance for other working group areas across the state ranged from 22 to 53 males 

per active lek that year.  Most leks in northeastern Wyoming are small, averaging fewer than 20 

males at the peak count.  Even in years when grouse were at the peak of their cycle, less than 10 

percent of the leks in the NEWWG region had greater than 50 males at peak count (WGFD 

2014b) (Figure 4). 

 Figure 5.  Male attendance trends at Wyoming sage-grouse leks statewide and in Local Working 

Group Areas from 1995 through 2015.  

 
 Source: WGFD 2014b 
 

Montana also has experienced fluctuating sage-grouse populations over the years, including 

within the peripheral regions of the Action Area.  The average number of displaying males in a 

given year across Montana between 2004 and 2013 ranged from 6.98 – 18.71 males per lek, 

though those numbers are subject to agency revision based on ongoing data evaluations 

(Advisory Council 2014).  Peak male counts at some long-term (1976-2015) monitoring sites 

within the Montana portion of the Action Area have remained below the long-term average of 

4.1 grouse per lek in all but 2 years since 1984 (Thunderbird Wildlife Consulting, Inc. 2016).  

These consistently low numbers may not be unusual given that the Action Area is at the eastern 
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edge of the species’ range.  Nevertheless, results from a recent Population Viability Analysis 

based on research conducted in the Southeast Montana sage-grouse core area, east of the Action 

Area, suggest that sage-grouse in that region “are very likely to persist at sustainable levels” 

(Foster et al. 2014). 

A recent population viability analysis prepared for the BLM’s Buffalo, Wyoming Field Office 

determined that a viable population of sage-grouse remains in the PRB (Taylor et al. 2012 in 

NEWWG 2014).  However, threats from energy development (especially oil and gas) and West 

Nile virus were determined to be threats to the future viability of sage-grouse in that region 

(Taylor et al. 2012 in NEWWG 2014).  The study indicated that effects from energy 

development, as measured by male lek attendance, were discernable at a distance of 12.4 miles 

from a given lek.  These results confirm that land managers must consider surrounding habitat at 

landscape scales to maintain viable populations of the sage-grouse. 

Sage-grouse have been documented as year-round residents on the TBNG (USFS 2001), which is 

within the NEWWG.  The USFS currently estimates that approximately 553,864 acres of sage-

grouse habitat occur within the TBNG; 217,768 acres (39%) of priority core habitat and 336,096 

acres (61%) of general habitat (BLM 2015c, Appendix M-Table 1).  The area also includes 

approximately 6,356 acres of priority connectivity habitat.  

As noted, northeastern Wyoming has historically had the lowest average male lek attendance in 

the state.  With few exceptions, average lek attendance on the TBNG was even lower than for 

northeastern Wyoming over the last many years (Figure 6).  The USFS recently reevaluated 

sage-grouse viability within the TBNG (USFS 2013c, 2012b).  The most recent (2013) minimum 

population estimate for sage-grouse in the TBNG was approximately 368 birds.  That estimate 

represented a decrease of approximately 87 percent (2,394 birds) since the last estimate was 

calculated in 2007, and was the lowest it has been since at least 1996 (Figure 7).  This overall 

decline in lek attendance was evident in all six geographic areas across the TBNG (Figure 8).  

The USFS concluded that, without mitigation, new and ongoing disturbance within the TBNG 

were likely to result in a trend to federal listing or loss of viability in the planning area for sage-

grouse (USFS 2013c). 

These population viability analyses overlap the Action Area, which is within a region 

specifically identified as an area impacted by habitat threats (e.g., large-scale loss and 

fragmentation) in the Service’s 2010 determination that listing of the sage-grouse under the ESA 

was warranted, but precluded by higher priority listing actions (75 FR 13910).  The 2010 

determination conferred candidate species status to the sage-grouse, though management 

authority remained with state wildlife agencies.  The Service determined that listing was not 

warranted in September 2015, with the final determination issued in October (80 FR 59858) of 

that year.  Nevertheless, results from these viability analyses support the Service’s assessment of 

threats to the sage-grouse in the northeast: a small population, intensive energy development, 

vulnerability to West Nile virus, and other potential stressors such as climate (including seasonal   
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Figure 6.  Average males/lek for Wyoming, Northeastern Wyoming, and the TBNG from 1996 

through 2013. 

 
Source: BLM 2015c, Appendix M 
 

 

 

Figure 7.  Minimum sage-grouse population estimates for the TBNG and 16-year average. 

 
Source: BLM 2015c, Appendix M 
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Figure 8.  Total males observed by Geographic Area on the TBNG from 2002 through 2013. 

 
Source: BLM 2015c, Appendix M 
 

weather events) and wildfire.  The BLM analysis recommended intensive population monitoring 

combined with large-scale habitat reclamation and restoration, along with reducing the threat of 

West Nile virus (man-made water sources), as tools to help address these threats (Taylor et al. 

2012 in NEWWG 2014).  The USFS also recommended the use of mitigation measures to 

maintain population viability on their managed lands (USFS 2013c). 

Sagebrush Sparrow – The sagebrush sparrow was previously considered to be one of multiple 

regional forms of the Bell’s sparrow (Artemisiospiza belli) (i.e., formerly the sagebrush sparrow, 

Amphispiza belli).  In 2013, these regional forms were determined to represent two species of the 

early 1900s: the sagebrush sparrow of the intermountain west and Bell’s sparrow of California, 

Baja California, and small portions of the desert southwest (Chesser et al. 2013).  

The sagebrush sparrow is a widespread breeder in shrub-steppe habitats found primarily in the 

Great Basin from central interior Washington, eastern Oregon, southern Idaho, southwestern 

Wyoming, and northwestern Colorado south to eastern California, southern Nevada, 

southwestern Utah, northeastern Arizona, and northwestern New Mexico (Chesser et al. 2013).       

Approximately 95 percent of the population breeds in the United States, with 25 percent believed 

to spend some part of the year in Mexico.  Few confirmed breeding records have occurred in 

eastern Wyoming (Orabona et al. 2012), and only a single breeding record has been documented 

for eastern Montana (Chesser et al. 2013).  This species winters in southeastern California and 

portions of the desert southwest, western Texas, Mexico, and the Baja peninsula (Chesser et al. 

2013).  It is considered a casual visitor to western Montana, eastern Wyoming, southwestern 
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South Dakota, eastern Colorado, western Kansas, and western Oklahoma, with a single sight 

report for Nebraska (Chesser et al. 2013). 

The sagebrush sparrow is typically found in shrub-steppe habitats comprised mainly of big 

sagebrush and saltbush desert scrub, though stands may be interspersed with other shrubs such as 

rabbitbrush and greasewood, among others (Chesser et al. 2013, Cerovski et al. 2001, Martin and 

Carlson 1998).  Some pairs nest in mixed sagebrush-juniper habitat that borders open sagebrush 

steppe.  Sagebrush sparrows generally prefer semi-open habitats with evenly spaced shrubs 

measuring up to 6 feet high.  Although this species is closely associated with big sagebrush 

throughout most of its range, other factors such as vertical structure, habitat patchiness, and 

vegetation density may be more important in habitat selection than specific shrub species (Martin 

and Carlson 1998).  Sagebrush sparrows usually breed below 5,600 feet elevation, though they 

have occasionally been documented above 7,200 feet.  This species is believed to show strong 

fidelity to nesting areas where they fledged or successfully bred (Martin and Carlson 1998).   

Sagebrush sparrows are summer residents in Wyoming.  However, they have a limited historical 

presence in northeastern Wyoming, with observations recorded primarily in the west-central and 

peripheral southwestern portions of the Action Area (Orabona et al. 2012).  This species has not 

been documented in the peripheral area spanning Montana (Montana Field Guide Online 2016c).    

National breeding bird survey data suggest that sagebrush sparrows occur in several disjunct 

populations, with the highest densities occurring in Idaho, west-central Nevada, northeastern 

Utah (north of Uinta Mountains), and southwestern Wyoming (Martin and Carlson 1998).  Those 

data also indicate that populations have been stable or have declined slightly across their range 

from 1968 to 2012.  Declines have been most prominent in Oregon and Idaho during that period, 

falling by 3.3 percent to 4.6 percent per year, respectively.  The most recent combined global 

population estimate for sagebrush sparrows and the closely related Bell’s sparrow across their 

range is 4,000,000 individuals, with the population across northeastern Wyoming and 

southeastern Montana (primarily BCR 17) estimated at 16,000 (Partners in Flight [PIF] 2013).  

However, the reduced number of survey routes in the western states likely limits the applicability 

of these data. 

Because of the close association of this species with shrub-steppe habitats, it may be assumed 

that any activity (urbanization, suburbanization, agricultural conversion, road and power line 

rights-of-way, invasive species, etc.) that reduces the availability or quality of such habitats may 

significantly influence sparrow populations (Martin and Carlson 1998).  For example, sagebrush 

sparrows will abandon sagebrush habitats that become altered by cheatgrass invasion, removal of 

sagebrush and other shrubs, or overgrazing of native forbs by livestock.  In addition to habitat 

loss, these factors can result in habitat fragmentation that can exacerbate indirect impacts such as 

an increase in brood parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds (Martin and Carlson 1998). 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 47 

Brewer’s Sparrow – Like the sagebrush sparrow, the Brewer’s sparrow is largely a Great Basin 

species (Rotenberry et al. 1999).  This sparrow is typically found in basin-prairie and mountain-

foothills shrublands comprised mainly of big sagebrush (Orabona et al. 2012, Rotenberry et al. 

1999).  The two species overlap extensively in some portions of both their breeding and winter 

ranges, though the Brewer’s sparrow is usually the most abundant, when present (Rotenberry et 

al. 1999).  The Brewer’s sparrow breeds in shrublands with an average canopy height of usually 

less than 4.5 feet (Rotenberry et al. 1999), though average shrub height can be considerably 

shorter in the eastern portion of its range (Montana Field Guide Online 2016b).  The cover 

(concealment) provided by sagebrush for nests is important for this species (Petersen and Best 

1985 in Montana Field Guide Online 2016b).  Breeding males typically return to the same 

territory annually, though nestlings do not appear to return to their natal site (Rotenberry et al. 

1999).  

National breeding bird survey data show the highest abundance for Brewer’s sparrows occurring 

from central Nevada north to southeastern Oregon, with other centers of abundance in 

southeastern Idaho and southwestern Wyoming (Rotenberry et al. 1999).  The bulk of the 

breeding population for Brewer’s sparrows appears to be mostly contiguously distributed, in 

contrast to disjunct populations for sagebrush sparrows.  The most recent global population 

estimate for Brewer’s sparrows across their range is 13,000,000 individuals, with an estimate of 

approximately 200,000 in BCR 17 (PIF 2013).  However, the limited number of survey routes in 

the western states may limit the accuracy of these data.  Brewer’s sparrows are summer residents 

in Wyoming (Orabona et al. 2012) and have been documented throughout the Action Area 

during breeding bird surveys conducted for the Association or for specific energy-related 

projects over the years.  Population numbers are highly variable, depending on habitat and year.  

However, this species appears to have undergone statistically significant (p < 0.05) declines of 

approximately 2.8 percent per year in Wyoming from 1966 through 1996, with more pronounced 

declines since 1980 (Sauer et al. 2014).  In contrast, the survey-wide trend in winter abundance 

(i.e., beyond the Action Area) is positive, though not statistically significant (average of 0.2% 

per year).   

As for many declining species, the causes of reduced populations of Brewer’s sparrows are 

uncertain.  However, they may be related to fundamental changes in shrubland ecosystems being 

brought about by development (residential and energy), agriculture, grazing, and the invasion of 

exotic plant species (Rotenberry et al. 1999, Martin and Carlson 1998).  

Sage Thrasher – The sage thrasher is considered a sagebrush-obligate in Wyoming and Montana, 

though it also uses greasewood and bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata) habitats farther west (Smith 

et al. 1997, Dobler et al. 1996, Medin 1990, Braun et al. 1976, Fautin 1976; all in Reynolds et al. 

1999).  The species’ overall distribution is believed to be similar to that before European 

settlement, but conversion of shrub-steppe for agriculture and development has eliminated 

nesting habitat and caused local extirpations throughout its historic range (Wiens and Rotenberry 

1985 in Reynolds et al. 1999).  This species breeds from valley floors to elevations above 6,000 
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feet.  In the western United States, the breeding range extends east through Nevada and southern 

Idaho, to north-central Montana, Wyoming, Utah, and western and southern Colorado (Reynolds 

et al. 1999).  Sage thrashers winter in the southwestern United States and Mexico.  The 

occurrence of this species is generally positively correlated with the amount of sagebrush cover 

and the presence of similar habitat in the immediate surroundings, and negatively correlated with 

grass cover (Montana Field Guide Online 2016d, Reynolds et al. 1999).  In general, sage 

thrashers nest in taller shrubs and those with wider crowns.   

Sage thrasher populations are mostly stable where suitable shrub-steppe habitats remain, though 

numbers have been dramatically reduced or populations eliminated in areas of large scale 

conversion of sagebrush rangeland (Reynolds et al. 1999).  The most recent global population 

estimate for sage thrashers across their range is 5,900,000 individuals, with an estimate of 30,000 

for BCR17 (PIF 2013).  Sage thrashers are common summer residents in Wyoming (Orabona et 

al. 2012) and have been documented throughout the Action Area over the years, though not with 

the same frequency as the Brewer’s sparrow.   

The reason for relative stability in sage thrasher populations in areas where other sagebrush 

obligates (including the other three assemblage species) are declining is not completely clear, 

though some theories include a higher tolerance for habitat fragmentation (Knick and Rotenberry 

1995a in Reynolds et al. 1999) and better resistance to nest parasitism (Rich and Rothstein 1985 

in Reynolds et al. 1999).  Aside from impacts of habitat loss, little is known about factors 

regulating sage thrasher numbers throughout their range. 

3.2.1.2 Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage 

Most of Wyoming’s grasslands are classified as either short- or mixed-grass prairie (WGFD 

2010).  These prairie grasslands are typically below 7,000 feet in elevation and are primarily 

located in the eastern portion of the state, though they also occur in the basins of south-central 

and southwestern Wyoming.  The majority of Wyoming’s current prairie grasslands occur within 

privately owned ranches.  Shortgrass prairie is found mainly in the southeastern corner of 

Wyoming and is dominated by two native low-growing, warm-season grasses: blue grama and 

buffalograss.  Mixed-grass prairie is present across much of eastern Wyoming, and generally has 

greater plant species diversity than shortgrass prairie.  Common plants found in mixed-grass 

prairie include needle-and-thread grass (Hesperostipa comata), western wheatgrass, blue grama, 

Sandberg’s bluegrass, prairie Junegrass, and fringed sage, among others (WGFD 2010).  

Cheatgrass and other introduced species have become more prevalent in shortgrass prairies in 

recent years.  Within the Action Area, the typical or true shortgrass prairie is represented in the 

region from east of the Pole Mountain/Laramie Range to Douglas, and north to Newcastle and 

the Black Hills (Nicholoff 2003).   

As a group, populations of endemic grassland bird species have declined more than others 

(including Neotropical migrants) in the last quarter century (Nicholoff 2003).  Across the United 

States, approximately 70 percent of grassland avian species have experienced population 
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declines over the last century (Nicholoff 2003).  Approximately 50 percent of such species in the 

Intermountain West have shown downward trends during that period.  As with shrublands, 

numerous factors have combined to affect shortgrass prairie habitats across the region, including 

fire suppression, prairie dog control, energy extraction and associated factors (e.g., weed 

encroachment, habitat fragmentation, etc.), habitat conversion, urbanization, invasive plant 

species, etc. (WGFD 2010, Nicholoff 2003).  These activities have affected the distribution, 

productivity, and long-term population trends of various grassland species.  Unlike forest species 

that winter in the Neotropics, most birds that breed on the grasslands of North America also 

winter on the continent.  Therefore, factors driving declines in grassland species are associated 

almost entirely with North American actions. 

The four species in this assemblage are inextricably linked, with the black-tailed prairie dog 

serving as the keystone species for the group, as well as for the shortgrass prairie ecosystem (74 

FR 63343; December 3, 2009).  Two of the four species have previously been considered for 

listing under the ESA at least twice: black-tailed prairie dog and mountain plover.  Neither 

species is currently being considered for listing within the Action Area. 

Black-tailed Prairie Dog – Prairie dogs (Cynomys spp.) are small, stout ground squirrels that 

occur only in North America (74 FR 63343).  The black-tailed prairie dog is currently present in 

11 states, including Wyoming and Montana (Montana Field Guide Online 2016f, Orabona et al. 

2012).  This species is a colonial, burrowing herbivore and the most widely distributed species of 

prairie dog on the continent (Augustine and Baker 2013).  It is found at lower elevations (2,300-

7,200 feet), typically in level or gently sloping short- and mid-grass rangelands, primarily east of 

the Rocky Mountains (74 FR 63343).   

Prairie dog colonies provide a key prey source for species such as the black-footed ferret, swift 

fox (Vulpes velox), golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), and ferruginous hawk, as well as important 

nesting, foraging, and shelter habitat for mountain plovers and burrowing owls, among many 

other species (74 FR 63343).  Modification of vegetation structure by prairie dogs can greatly 

increase landscape heterogeneity, which subsequently sustains a diverse suite of bird species in 

these grasslands (Augustine and Baker 2013).  Results from recent studies conducted in the 

Northern Great Plains (including the Action Area) and those from previous studies show that 

areas with prairie dog colonies support higher densities of at least nine vertebrate species than 

sites without colonies (Augustine and Baker 2013, Baker et al. 2012 in Augustine and Baker 

2013).  Despite their high value to natural ecosystems, prairie dogs are often regarded as a pest 

species by the agricultural community because they may compete with livestock for forage 

where the two overlap, potentially reducing livestock weight gains (Augustine and Baker 2013).  

Therefore, it is important to find a balance between the sometimes conflicting needs of wildlife 

and agricultural activities to sustain viable wildlife populations as well as economic and social 

activities.   
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Most estimates of black-tailed prairie dog populations are based on the amount of occupied 

habitat rather than numbers of individual animals (74 FR 63343).  The rangewide estimate for 

historically occupied habitat is 80 to 104 million acres, whereas the current occupied habitat is 

estimated to be 2.4 million acres.  In Wyoming, black-tailed prairie dogs appear to be widely 

distributed throughout their historic range (Orabona et al. 2012).  They generally occur in 

disconnected populations across the shortgrass prairie in the eastern half of the state.  A recent 

estimate for occupied habitat within the Wyoming range of black-tailed prairie dogs was 229,607 

acres (Van Pelt 2007).  Black-tailed prairie dogs occur throughout the Action Area, though larger 

colonies are typically found on federal lands.  Factors affecting black-tailed prairie dog 

populations include, but are not limited to: habitat loss due to cropland conversion, disease, 

recreational shooting, and efforts to eradicate them by poisoning.   

Mountain Plover – The Mountain Plover is a bird of disturbed prairie or semi-desert habitats (76 

FR 27756, Knopf and Miller 1994 in Knopf and Wunder 2006).  This species is found on open, 

flat lands including extremely dry shrublands, shortgrass prairie, barren agricultural fields, and 

other sparsely vegetated areas.  Mountain plovers may breed from extreme south-central Canada 

to northern Mexico.  Most birds winter from north-central California to northern Mexico (Knopf 

and Wunder 2006).  The largest numbers of breeding birds appear to be in Colorado and 

Wyoming, though substantial numbers also occur in Montana, New Mexico, and southwestern 

Nebraska (76 FR 27756).   

Common characteristics of mountain plover breeding habitat include short vegetation, bare 

ground, and flat topography.  These elements have been most often documented in short- and 

mixed-grass prairie, prairie dog colonies, agricultural lands, recently burned sites, and semi-

desert (Dinsmore 2003 in 76 FR 27756).  In Wyoming, nesting occurs in eastern grasslands and 

in desert-shrub habitats elsewhere in the state (Plumb et al. 2005[b] in 76 FR 27756).  

Throughout much of its breeding range, including Wyoming and Montana (Augustine and Baker 

2013), mountain plovers are strongly associated with prairie dogs; some researchers have 

suggested this may be especially true in landscapes of taller grasses or shrubs (Knopf and 

Wunder 2006).  Nesting grounds in most native habitats (as opposed to fallow agricultural fields) 

are typically comprised of vegetation less than 4 inches tall, with at least 30 percent bare ground 

(Knopf and Miller 1994 in Knopf and Wunder 2006).  In Wyoming, nests are located in areas of 

shorter shrubs, forbs, and grasses than those found at random sites (Parrish 1988, Plumb et al. 

2005[a] in Knopf and Wunder 2006). 

The mountain plover was proposed for listing as threatened under the ESA in 1999 and 2002, but 

the Service withdrew both proposals (76 FR 27756).  The Service estimates that the current 

rangewide breeding population exceeds 20,000 individuals, which likely represents a historical 

decline since the 1960s.  The current estimate for the Wyoming breeding population is 

approximately 3,400 birds, with an estimate of 1,600 breeding mountain plovers in Montana (76 

FR 27756).  Researchers have suggested that the Wyoming population has declined over time, 

though incomplete datasets have made analyses difficult; data were insufficient to provide a 
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population trend in Montana.  Despite their wide distribution, mountain plovers are uncommon 

summer residents in Wyoming (Orabona et al. 2012).  They have been recorded most often in the 

southern and southwestern portions of the Action Area, where shortgrass prairie habitats are 

more prevalent (Orabona et al. 2012).  In Montana, the primary breeding habitat for this species 

occurs in the north-central portion of the state where they are highly dependent on black-tailed 

prairie dogs for habitat (Montana Field Guide Online 2016e, 76 FR 27756); this area is outside 

the periphery of the Action Area.  Despite repeated surveys, mountain plovers have rarely been 

documented outside the southern portion of the Action Area. 

Historically, causes of population declines have been conversion of native shortgrass and mixed-

grass prairies to taller stands of grasses and crops (Knopf and Wunder 2006).  Removal of 

primary, native grazers such as prairie dogs and larger big game species also has altered the 

suitability of the landscape (Knopf and Miller 1994, Dinsmore et al. 2005 both in Knopf and 

Wunder 2006).  Cold, wet weather during the breeding season also can have dramatic effects on 

reproductive success and populations (Knopf and Wunder 2006).   

Burrowing Owl – Burrowing owls nest in open, treeless habitats such as grasslands, steppes, 

deserts, prairies, and agricultural lands across much of the western half of North America, with a 

disjunct population residing year round in Florida (Poulin et al. 2011).  The western subspecies 

winters from California to Texas and south through most of Central America (WGFD 2010).  

Habitats often are characterized by well drained, level to gently sloping areas with sparse 

vegetation and bare ground (WGFD 2010).  This species is often associated with high densities 

of burrowing mammals such as prairie dogs, though they are sometimes found in modified 

habitats such as golf courses, cemeteries, residential or industrial areas, and other settings.  These 

owls most often use burrows dug by animals such as prairie dogs, badgers (Taxidea taxus), and 

numerous other burrowing species for nesting, roosting, and escape (Klute et al. 2003 in 

Montana Field Guide Online 2016g, Orabona et al. 2012, WGFD 2010, Nicholoff 2003).  Some 

owls in Florida and other regions can excavate holes where burrowing animals are absent 

(Thomsen 1971 in Poulin et al. 2011), but this is not common.  Burrowing owls tend to nest in 

areas with a high density of burrows (Plumpton 1992, Poulin et al. 2005, both in Poulin et al. 

2011), often close to roads and surrounded by bare ground or short grass (Plumpton and Lutz 

1993 in Poulin et al. 2011).   

The most recent population estimate for breeding burrowing owls across their range in North 

America is 700,000 individuals, with an estimate of 2,000 within BCR 17 (PIF 2013).  National 

breeding bird survey data collected from 1966 to 2007 show strong population increases in 

California, Arizona, and New Mexico and declines in Florida, Montana, Colorado, and South 

Dakota (Poulin et al. 2011).  Like the mountain plover, the burrowing owl is considered an 

uncommon summer resident in Wyoming (Orabona et al. 2012).  Current population status and 

trends are largely unknown in the state (WGFD 2010).  The highest concentrations occur in the 

southern and eastern portions of the state, though they occur and breed throughout most of 

Wyoming (WGFD 2010).  Burrowing owls have been recorded most often in the southern and 
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southwestern portions of the Action Area, where shortgrass prairie habitats are more prevalent 

(Orabona et al. 2012).  Reduction of prairie dog colonies and other burrowing mammals through 

control programs, habitat conversion, and habitat loss contribute to declines in burrowing owl 

populations in this region (Poulin et al. 2011, WGFD 2010).  

Ferruginous Hawk – The ferruginous hawk inhabits semi-arid open country, particularly 

grasslands, basin-prairie shrublands, and badlands in western North America (WGFD 2010, 

Travsky and Beauvais 2005, Bechard and Schmutz 1995, Montana Field Guide Online 2016h).  

Compared to other North American Buteos, the breeding range for this raptor is very restricted 

(Oakleaf et al. 2013).  This species breeds from the Canadian Prairie Provinces south to Arizona 

and Oklahoma, west to Nevada and Oregon, and east into the Dakotas, Nebraska, and Kansas.  

Ferruginous hawks winter from the central and southern portions of its breeding range south into 

Baja California and central Mexico (WGFD 2010).  These hawks breed across a large portion of 

Wyoming and Montana; some individuals remain in Wyoming during winter, including within 

the Action Area.  

Ferruginous hawks require large tracts of relatively undisturbed rangeland.  This species does not 

frequent montane forests, aspen parklands, or habitats recently altered by agricultural cultivation 

(Bechard and Schmutz 1995).  These hawks nest on a variety of substrates depending on the 

local setting, including rock outcrops, cutbanks, the ground (e.g., slopes, knolls, ridge crests), 

cliff ledges, trees, utility poles, and artificial nest structures put up specifically to create alternate 

nesting habitat (WGFD 2010, Bechard and Schmutz 1995).  In northeastern Wyoming, their 

nests are characteristically constructed from sagebrush regardless of the supporting substrate, 

though foreign materials such as survey stakes, small diameter rubber hoses, and similar 

materials are sometimes found woven into the nest structure. 

Population estimates for this species have been highly variable over time, though it is generally 

considered to be declining in several areas (Travsky and Beauvais 2005, Bechard and Schmutz 

1995).  The most recent population estimate for ferruginous hawks across their range in North 

America is 80,000 individuals, with approximately 4,000 birds estimated for BCR 17 (PIF 2013).  

The ferruginous hawk is considered a common resident in Wyoming, and nesting has been 

documented throughout the Action Area (Orabona et al. 2012).  The most recent population 

estimate for northeastern Wyoming alone is 1,165 nesting pairs (2,330 adults) (Oakleaf et al. 

2013).  However, those recent studies found large differences in estimated nesting densities that 

appeared to be related to differences in prey abundance (related to prairie dog management) and 

management of nest structures, as well as potential effects from energy development (including 

disturbance factors) and other impacts to habitat (Montana Field Guide Online 2016h, Oakleaf et 

al. 2013, WGFD 2010, Travsky and Beauvais 2005, Bechard and Schmutz 1995).  
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3.2.2 Species of Special Concern  

3.2.2.1 ESA Listed, Proposed, and Candidate Species 

The ESA requires federal agencies to ensure that all actions they authorize, fund, or carry out are 

not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any federally listed species, or result in the 

destruction or adverse modification of their critical habitat.  Additionally, Section 7(a)(1) of the 

ESA requires that federal agencies actively use their authorities to conserve listed species. 

Species identified by the Service as proposed or candidates for listing have no prohibitions for 

take under Section 9 of the ESA.  However, by policy, the BLM and USFS consider such species 

to be ‘sensitive species’ which are afforded special management attention by those agencies.  

Sensitive species that occur in the Action Area are discussed in Section 3.2.2.2 (BLM and USFS 

sensitive species) of this document.   

An initial list of federal endangered, threatened, proposed, and candidate vertebrate and plant 

species (i.e., ESA species) was compiled for all 15 counties entirely or partially encompassed by 

the Action Area (Service 2015d, 2014b) (Appendix 1, Table 3 and Table 4).  Wyoming and 

Montana do not have specific statutes that define threatened or endangered species at the state 

level.  Where possible, the initial list was refined when queries were filtered from the county-

wide level to just the regions that fall within the Action Area itself.  Existing information was 

then reviewed for occurrence, range, and habitat requirements to identify species and habitats 

known to occur or potentially occurring in the Action Area, with particular focus on the two 

primary habitats to be affected by an action alternative: sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie.  

In some cases, the Action Area lacks appropriate habitat or falls outside the known range or 

occurrence for ESA species.  In other cases, a species itself may not occur within the Action 

Area, but the Action Area may overlap an area of influence for the species or its habitat.  For 

example, Platte River species do not occur within the Action Area nor are they associated with 

sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie ecosystems, but water depletions within the Action Area 

may influence those species downstream of the Action Area.  Sources of information for this 

review process included species descriptions from the Service, state and federal agency 

databases, state Natural Heritage Program databases, and published research.   

All federal ESA species identified as known to occur or potentially occurring within the Action 

Area, including potential habitat for such species, are listed in Appendix 1, Table 3 and Table 4.  

No critical habitats for listed species have been defined within the Action Area.  These species 

were then reviewed to determine which may be affected by selection of an action alternative (i.e., 

issuance of permit(s) and implementation of Conservation Measures).  Some species that could 

occur within the Action Area are not likely to be affected by those alternatives.  For example, 

species associated with specialized habitats such as the Platte River system, moist boreal or 

upper elevation forests, and other specific habitat types that are not likely to be enrolled in the 

Conservation Strategy will not be affected by an action alternative.  Other species and habitats 
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will experience “no effect” from the action alternatives due to the nature of activities (i.e., 

implementation of Conservation Measures).   

As a result of these preliminary reviews, only species known or likely to occur within or near the 

Action Area, or with potential habitat in the Action Area, and whose populations or primary 

habitat may be affected (directly, indirectly, or cumulatively) by implementation of an action 

alternative were analyzed in this EA (Table 3, below, and Appendix 1, Table 3).  The remaining 

ESA species were not carried forward in the analysis (Appendix 1, Table 4) because they would 

not be affected by implementation of either action alternative.  This approach is consistent with 

analyses conducted for other federal actions within the Action Area and elsewhere in the region 

and country. 

Table 3.  Federally listed, proposed, and candidate species carried forward in the analysis. 

Species Status
1
 Location within Action Area 

Black-footed ferret  

(Mustela nigripes) 

NEP 

E 

WY: Southwestern peripheral area 

MT: All peripheral areas 

Ute ladies’-tresses  

(Spiranthes diluvialis)  
T 

WY: Limited riparian areas  

MT: N/A  

Northern long-eared bat  

(Myotis septentrionalis) 
T 

WY: Limited forested areas 

MT: N/A 
1
 Current status under the Endangered Species Act (Service 2015d, 2014b). 

E
 Endangered  

NEP 
  Non-essential, experimental population 

T 
    Threatened 

 

Black-footed Ferret 

The black-footed ferret was listed as endangered in 1967 pursuant to early endangered species 

legislation in the United States, and was “grandfathered” into the ESA of 1973.  It is considered 

as an extirpated species under Canada’s Species at Risk Act. 

The black-footed ferret is largely a nocturnal carnivore and is the only ferret species native to 

North America.  Black-footed ferrets rely primarily on prairie dogs for food, and on their 

burrows for shelter and denning habitat (Service 2013e).  The ferret’s historical range is believed 

to have coincided with the ranges of the black-tailed prairie dog, white-tailed prairie dog 

(Cynomys leucurus), and Gunnison’s prairie dog (C. gunnisoni) across the western United States 

(Service 2013e).  These prairie dog species collectively occupied an estimated minimum range of 

approximately 100 million acres of intermountain and prairie grasslands extending from Canada 

into Mexico (Anderson et al. 1986, Biggins et al. 1997, both in Service 2013e).  However, all 

current ferret populations throughout the west are the result of reintroduction efforts; 25 such 

projects have been initiated across eight states, Canada, and Mexico since 1991 (J. Berglund, 

Service, personal communication [December 13, 2016]; Service 2015b).  Two of the more 

successful efforts have occurred in the Shirley Basin in south-central Wyoming and the Northern 
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Cheyenne Indian Reservation in southeastern Montana.  Both reintroduction sites are outside the 

Action Area (Service 2013e). 

Anderson et al. (1986 in Service 2013e) estimated that prairie dog habitat 100 years ago may 

have supported 500,000 to 1 million black-footed ferrets based on a conservative estimate of 

more than 100 million acres of prairie dog colonies and the presumption of one ferret per 99 to 

148 acres (Forrest et al. 1985 in Service 2013e).  The Service’s most recent population estimates 

suggested that at least 540 ferrets were present at various release sites across the continent, with 

approximately 418 breeding adults among them (Service 2013e).  Most of these ferrets 

originated from reintroduction sites in Arizona, South Dakota (two sites), and Wyoming (Service 

2013e).  Approximately 280 more ferrets reside in breeding facilities as part of ongoing 

reintroduction efforts.  The release of surplus ferrets from these captive breeding programs 

continues to support efforts to establish more ferret populations throughout their range. 

The black-footed ferret’s strong association with prairie dogs was an important factor in its 

decline.  From the late 1800s to approximately 1960, ferret populations declined for three 

principal reasons: (1) major conversion of native prairie to cropland, especially in the eastern 

portion of its range; (2) large-scale efforts to poison prairie dogs; and (3) diseases such as 

sylvatic plague and canine distemper, among others (Service 2013e).  These factors resulted in 

substantial declines in prairie dog populations, which then led to an even greater reduction in 

ferret populations due to their dependency on large expanses of occupied colonies.   

Twenty-seven (27) historical ferret sightings were confirmed in scattered locations within the 

Wyoming portion of the Action Area from 1895 through 1981, with up to 6 additional potential 

records during that period (USFS 1981, Clark 1980).  All but 2 of the 27 positive identifications 

consisted of lone individuals, often recovered from traps intended for other animals.  As noted 

above, only ferrets reintroduced into the peripheral regions of the Action Area have been 

documented in that area since then, despite numerous targeted surveys conducted at various 

locations within the Action Area by qualified biologists with the USFS (1980s and early 1990s, 

results on file with the TBNG-Douglas Ranger District) and private firms (e.g., Thunderbird 

Wildlife Consulting, Inc. 2003; Powder River Eagle Studies Inc. 2000a, 2000b, 1999, 1997a, 

1997b, 1995a, 1995b, 1994; Commonwealth 1980).  No ferrets have been documented in the 

Montana portion of the Action Area, to date (Montana Field Guide Online 2016i).   

The Service issued a block clearance for this species in all black-tailed prairie dog colonies 

throughout Wyoming in early 2004 (Service 2004b), and for all prairie dog colonies throughout 

the state in 2013 (Service 2013f).  These clearances acknowledged that the likelihood of 

identifying wild ferrets in Wyoming, other than those resulting from reintroductions, is minimal.  

That is, the Service has acknowledged, based on the best scientific and commercial data 

available, that wild ferrets have been extirpated from the state of Wyoming.  Consequently, the 

Shirley Basin Non-essential Experimental population represents the only population of ferrets 
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known to occur in the state of Wyoming at the present time.  The Shirley Basin 10(j) 

experimental population is outside of the Action Area considered here.   

The Action Area does include portions of the state of Montana where the ferret’s endangered 

status still applies (MNHP 2016, Service 2016a, 2016b), though no individuals or populations 

have been documented within the Action Area.  The closest experimental populations in 

Montana are associated with the Northern Cheyenne and Crow Indiana Reservations.  These 

populations were established in 2008 and 2016, respectively, and also are outside the Action 

Area.   

Two regional conservation instruments for the black-footed ferret may be applicable to 

properties within the Action Area: the Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement and the Wyoming 

Statewide Black-footed Ferret 10(j) Rule (80 FR 66821).  Reintroductions made under the 

recently implemented Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement have occurred within the states of 

Colorado and Montana.  Those efforts have been facilitated by the addition of incentives 

consisting of per-acre payments to participating property owners.  At present, no ferret 

reintroductions or similar incentive programs have been implemented under the Rangewide Safe 

Harbor Agreement in Wyoming, though reintroductions have occurred in both Wyoming and 

Montana under other Service programs.  Ferrets were recently reintroduced near Meeteetse, 

Wyoming, under the Wyoming Statewide Black-footed Ferret 10(j) Rule.  All reintroductions 

have occurred outside the Action Area.  In addition to these conservation efforts, both the BLM 

and USFS have included the black-footed ferret in recent revisions of their respective planning 

documents.  The USFS also has designated a specific Management Area (3.63) in the TBNG as 

Black-footed Ferret Reintroduction Habitat (USFS 2001).  That Management Area is within the 

Action Area and has management direction designed to maintain and enhance black-footed ferret 

habitat.   

Ute ladies’-tresses 

The Ute ladies’-tresses was listed as a threatened species under the ESA in 1992.  In 2004, the 

Service determined that a petition to remove this orchid from federal protection under the ESA 

provided substantial biological information to indicate that removal may be warranted, and 

initiated a 5-year review of the species (69 FR 60605; October 12, 2004).  The Service has not 

yet released the results of the review, and the plant remains a threatened species under the ESA.   

The current known range of the Ute ladies’-tresses includes hydrologic sub-basins in western 

Nebraska, southeastern Wyoming, north-central Colorado, northeastern and southern Utah, east-

central Idaho, southwestern Montana, and central Washington (Fertig 2000[b] in BLM 2005).  

Ute ladies’-tresses occur primarily in seasonally moist peat, sand, silt, or gravel soils near wet 

meadows, springs, lakes, ponds, or perennial streams.  They are intolerant of competitive 

vegetation such as cattails, and are not found as a component of the understory of wooded 

riparian corridors.  This species is a perennial, endemic orchid with stems approximately 5 to 20 
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inches tall (Service 2014b, Fertig et al. 1994).  It generally blooms from late July through 

August, but may not flower every year.  Most populations consist of small, scattered groups 

occupying relatively small areas within the riparian system.  Populations are found in mesic or 

wet meadows near riparian edges, gravel bars, and old oxbows along perennial streams at 

elevations ranging from 4,000 to 7,000 feet.  Most sites are sub-irrigated and seasonally flooded, 

remaining moist throughout the summer.  It is also known to establish in heavily disturbed sites 

such as re-vegetated gravel pits and along well-traveled foot trails on old berms (Service 1995 in 

BLM 2005).  Practices such as the periodic grazing of riparian areas, in which succession is set 

back and herbaceous canopy reduced, also may benefit the orchid (Heidel and Fertig 2007). 

Since l992, the number of known populations of this orchid increased from 10 to more than 50, 

and its known range expanded into Idaho, Nebraska, Washington, Wyoming, and Montana 

(Fertig et al. 2005).  Results from long-term field surveys and monitoring efforts suggest that the 

global population has grown from fewer than 6,000 individuals in 1992 to more than 83,000 by 

2005.  The total number of individuals from known populations within Wyoming is currently 

estimated at approximately 3,000 to 4,000, though the population numbers fluctuate considerably 

from year to year (BLM 2005).  Populations range in size from small patches of 12 to 35 

individuals to the largest population of approximately 1,000 to 2,000 plants. 

The most comprehensive treatment of the Ute ladies’-tresses in the state of Wyoming is that of 

Heidel (2007) and Heidel et al. (2008).  This orchid has been documented in at least nine sites in 

four eastern Wyoming counties, including: multiple populations along Antelope Creek and its 

tributaries in northwestern Converse County; along Bear Creek in southwestern Goshen County 

and north-central Laramie County; along the Niobrara River near McMaster’s Reservoir in 

southeastern Niobrara County; along Sprager Creek in Laramie County; and in the Horse Creek 

watershed in Laramie County (BLM 2005).  These populations were all discovered between 

1993 and 2014.  Habitat and predicted population occurrences have been noted in southern 

Campbell County (Heidel 2007 and Fertig 2000[b] in BLM 2005), though no Ute ladies’-tresses 

have been found during extensive searching as part of project clearance surveys.  Because it may 

not flower or emerge every year, additional unknown populations may exist throughout the state 

where surveys have not yet occurred.   

The most thorough evaluation of the distribution of Ute ladies’-tresses within the Action Area 

was conducted by Haynes (pp. 48-71 in USFS 2014), including extensive surveys of suitable 

habitat within the TBNG.  Two known populations occur within the Action Area.  These 

populations are associated with the Antelope Creek watershed in northern Converse County and 

the Niobrara River watershed in southeastern Niobrara County.  No additional populations were 

located during these efforts.  However, suitable or potentially suitable habitats occur in private 

ownership that have not been surveyed, suggesting that additional populations of the Ute ladies’-

tresses may be located within the Action Area. 
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Northern Long-eared Bat 

The Service initially proposed to list the northern long-eared bat as endangered in fall 2013 (78 

FR 61046; October 2, 2013) following severe population declines related to white-nose 

syndrome, a novel fungal infection of cave-dwelling bats by the organism Pseudogymnascus 

destructans.  On April 2, 2015, the Service listed the northern long-eared bat as threatened across 

its range (80 FR 17974).  Under Section 4(d) of the ESA, the Service also issued a final 4(d) rule 

that provides measures considered necessary and advisable to provide for the conservation of this 

bat species (81 FR 1900; January 14, 2016).  The 4(d) rule also contains provisions that allow for 

exceptions to prohibitions against take of this species through forest management activities in 

areas not yet affected by white-nose syndrome (as in the case of the Action Area), among other 

exceptions.  Furthermore, the Service determined that the designation of critical habitat was not 

prudent for this species (81 FR 24707; April 27, 2016).   

This medium-sized bat is found throughout eastern and north-central North America.  The 

United States’ portion of the bat’s distribution is generally described as encompassing an eastern 

range, mid-western range, southern range, and western range.  Historically, the northern long-

eared bat is not widespread in the western portion of its range, which includes the Action Area.  

For example, this species is considered common in only small portions (e.g., Black Hills of 

South Dakota) of the western region, whereas it is uncommon or rare in the western extremes of 

its range (e.g., Wyoming, Kansas, and Nebraska), though survey effort in much of these areas 

has been limited (80 FR 17974).    

These bats emerge at dusk to fly through the understory of forested hillsides and ridges feeding 

on moths, flies, beetles, and other insects that they catch in flight or glean from vegetation.  

Northern long-eared bats are seasonally migratory, with spring movements typically occurring 

from mid-March to mid-May and fall migrations occurring between mid-August and mid-

October (80 FR 17974).  Breeding occurs in late summer and fall when bats swarm at entrances 

of hibernacula.  However, females delay fertilization until spring when they emerge from 

hibernation. 

Northern long-eared bats typically roost singly or in relatively small maternity colonies under 

loose bark or in cavities or crevices of both live and dead trees, often below the canopy (80 FR 

17974).  Males and non-reproductive females also may roost in cooler places like caves and 

underground openings (e.g., mines, etc.).  Some bats have been found roosting in colonies in 

buildings and barns, on utility poles, behind window shutters, and in bat houses.  Studies 

throughout the species’ range indicate that bats roosting in trees (particularly maternity colonies) 

tend to opportunistically use either snags or live trees based on their suitability to retain bark or 

provide cavities or crevices; i.e., with visible signs of decline, such as cavities, broken crowns, or 

dead branches.  In general, hardwood trees appear to provide the structural and microclimate 

conditions preferred by maternity colonies and groups of females, which have more specific 

roosting needs than solitary males.  Data is less clear regarding preferences between hardwood 
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and softwood snags.  Females tend to roost in more open areas than males, presumably in 

response to the increased solar radiation that aids pup development and reduced impediments to 

juveniles learning to fly (80 FR 17974).  Although roosting bats remain in the same vicinity, they 

regularly move among different roost trees within that area throughout the summer. 

During hibernation, they seek out cooler places like caves and underground mines or, to a lesser 

extent, other sites with similar characteristics (e.g., abandoned railroad tunnels).  These 

hibernacula can vary in size from large areas with sizeable passages and entrances to much 

smaller sites.  Regardless of their size, all hibernacula have relatively constant, cooler 

temperatures (32-48 °F), and with high humidity and no air currents (80 FR 17974).  Individuals 

are typically found roosting in small crevices or cracks in cave or mine walls or ceilings, often 

with only the nose and ears protruding, though some bats have been found hanging in the open.  

In general, northern long-eared bats tend to use the same hibernaculum over time, though they 

may not return to the same site in successive years (80 FR 17974).   

Capture and banding results from the Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming identified the 

northern long-eared bat as the second most common species banded (159 of 878 total bats) 

during 3 years of survey effort (80 FR 17974).  During summer acoustic and mist net surveys 

conducted throughout Wyoming from 2008 through 2011, 32 separate observations of northern 

long-eared bats were recorded in the northeastern part of the state (i.e., within the Action Area).  

Breeding has been confirmed in some portions of Crook County (Orabona et al. 2012); this 

species has been observed at Devils Tower National Monument (80 FR 17974) during summer 

months, with breeding possible in that locale.  No hibernacula for the northern long-eared bat 

have been discovered in Wyoming to date, and the majority of potential hibernacula (abandoned 

mines) occur outside of the species’ range (80 FR 17974).  Montana has only one known record 

of this species in the state.  A lone male was collected in an abandoned coal mine in 1978 in 

Richland County in the northeastern portion of the state (Montana Field Guide Online 2016j) and 

outside the Action Area.  However, that specimen is currently undergoing genetic testing for 

species confirmation (80 FR 17974).  No other records have been documented since then, despite 

acoustic and mist-net surveys conducted in the eastern portion of the state through 2014. 

As noted, the predominant threat to the northern long-eared bat is the fungal disease white-nose 

syndrome; it also is the most severe and immediate threat (80 FR 17974).  Other impacts occur 

from the loss and degradation of summer habitat caused by human development and forest 

conversion or fragmentation; modifications of or disturbance to winter roosts and hibernacula or 

their entrances through the use of barriers (e.g., doors, gates), closures (through natural collapse 

or deliberate actions), flooding, vandalism, mining operations and reclamation activities, etc.; 

disturbance (physical, as well as changes in light and sound) of hibernating bats through 

commercialism (cave tours), recreational caving, and research-related activities; and energy 

development, including collisions with or barotrauma caused by wind turbines. 
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3.2.2.2 BLM and USFS Sensitive Species 

The Action Area spans portions of four BLM administrative districts across Wyoming and 

Montana.  Wyoming BLM districts are administered from the Buffalo, Casper, and Newcastle 

Field Offices.  The Montana district is administered from the Miles City Field Office.  The 

Action Area also spans portions of two USFS Regions: Region 1 in Montana and Region 2 in 

Wyoming.  The overlap in Region 1 is limited to the central portion of the Ashland Ranger 

District of the Custer Gallatin National Forest in southeastern Montana.  The overlap in Region 2 

includes the entire TBNG, as well as outer portions of the Black Hills National Forest and 

Medicine Bow-Routt National Forest in eastern Wyoming.    

Species currently listed under the ESA, those identified by the Service as proposed or candidates 

for listing, and species within the 5 years following their delisting are automatically considered 

as ‘special status species’ by the BLM (2008b).  The latter two groups also are considered as 

‘sensitive species’ by the BLM.  Candidate species and delisted species in the 5 years following 

delisting also are automatically considered as ‘sensitive species’ by the USFS (2013a).  Other 

species requiring special management considerations to promote their conservation and reduce 

the likelihood and need for future listing under the ESA also are designated as sensitive by each 

agency.   

Agency objectives for the BLM (Manual 6840, BLM 2008b) and the USFS (Manual 2670, USFS 

2013a) regarding the needs of sensitive species include the following: 

● Implement proactive Conservation Measures that reduce or eliminate threats to minimize 

the likelihood of and need for listing under the ESA (BLM); 

● Manage sensitive species and their habitats to minimize or eliminate threats affecting 

their status or to improve their habitat conditions (BLM); 

● Develop and implement management practices to ensure that species do not become 

threatened or endangered because of agency actions (USFS); 

● Maintain viable populations of all native and desired nonnative wildlife, fish, and plant 

species in habitats distributed throughout their geographic range on National Forest 

System lands (USFS); and 

● Develop and implement management objectives for populations and/or habitat of 

sensitive species (USFS). 

 

The same process used for federal ESA species was used to determine which BLM and USFS 

sensitive species may be affected by selection of an action alternative (i.e., issuance of permit[s] 

and implementation of Conservation Measures).  BLM and USFS sensitive species identified as 

known or likely to occur within or near the Action Area based on confirmed sightings or reliable 

unconfirmed sightings, or with known or potential habitat in the Action Area, were analyzed 

further to identify those populations and primary habitats that will experience “no impact” from 
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the implementation of an action alternative.  That determination was based on various criteria, 

including one or more of the following:  

● range (including elevation) and habitat considerations;  

● no expected impact on the species or its habitat from the type or intensity of the proposed 

activity; and  

● low or irregular species occurrence in, and lack of affiliation or dependence upon, 

potentially impacted habitat(s).   

 

A similar approach was used in other recent regional impact analyses which overlapped the 

Action Area (e.g., BLM 2015a, 2015c, 2015d).  Species were eliminated from detailed analysis 

when alternatives were not expected to impact any identified limiting factors for these species or 

their life history requirements (e.g., primary habitat or populations).   

Based on these preliminary reviews, only species known or likely to occur within or near the 

Action Area, or with potential habitat in the Action Area, and whose populations or primary 

habitat(s) may be affected (directly, indirectly, or cumulatively) by implementation of an action 

alternative were analyzed in this EA (Appendix 1, Table 5).  The remaining federal sensitive 

species were not carried forward in the analysis (Appendix 1, Table 6).  This approach is 

consistent with analyses conducted for other federal actions in the Action Area and regionally 

(e.g., BLM 2015a, 2015c [including Appendix M], 2015d; USFS 2013b).    

BLM Sensitive Species 

Species must meet the following criteria (Manual 6840) to be considered as sensitive by the 

BLM: 

● They must be native species occupying BLM-administrated lands; BLM must have some 

ability to effectively manage the species; 

● Population trends for the species indicate that the viability of the species, or a distinct 

population segment, is at risk across all or a significant portion of the species range; 

● The species depends on habitats on BLM-administrated lands, and these habitats are 

threatened such that the continued viability of the species in that area would be at risk; 

and 

● As noted, all federally designated proposed species, candidate species, and delisted 

species for 5 years following their delisting, shall be conserved as BLM Sensitive 

Species. 

BLM sensitive species for the Wyoming (BLM 2015b) and Montana (BLM 2014a) field offices 

that overlap the Action Area include 60 vertebrate, invertebrate, and plant species (Appendix 1, 

Table 5 and Table 6).  Species currently listed or involved in the listing process (e.g., proposed 
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and candidate species) under the ESA were discussed in Section 3.2.2.1.  The sage-grouse also 

was thoroughly discussed under Section 3.2.1.1.   

All 60 BLM sensitive species were reviewed to determine which should be considered for 

evaluation in this EA using the criteria described above.  Species for which no impacts (direct, 

indirect, or cumulative) are expected were not carried forward for detailed analysis.  Appendix 1, 

Table 5 lists the 33 BLM sensitive species that may occur within or near the Action Area, or with 

potential habitat in the area, and that may be impacted by implementation of an action 

alternative.  The remaining 27 sensitive species that will not be impacted by any action 

alternative are listed in Appendix 1, Table 6. 

All eight Covered Species for the Conservation Strategy are considered BLM sensitive species in 

all three Wyoming districts that overlap the Action Area; the sagebrush sparrow is the only 

Covered Species not listed as sensitive by the Miles City, Montana BLM (Appendix 1, Table 2).  

Detailed descriptions of those eight species and their habitat associations were provided in 

Section 3.2.1.1 (Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage) or Section 3.2.1.2 (Shortgrass Prairie 

Assemblage) and are not repeated in this discussion.   

USFS Sensitive Species 

Per USFS Manual 2670, sensitive species include animals and plants identified by a Regional 

Forester as those for which population viability is a concern, as evidenced by: 

● Significant current or predicted downward trends in population numbers or density; and 

● Significant current or predicted downward trends in habitat capability that would reduce a 

species’ existing distribution. 

USFS sensitive species and MIS for the Wyoming (USFS 2013a) and Montana (USFS 2011) 

regions that overlap the Action Area include 103 vertebrate, invertebrate, and plant species 

(Appendix 1, Table 5 and Table 6).  As noted, species currently listed or involved in the listing 

process (e.g., proposed and candidate species) under the ESA were discussed in Section 3.2.2.1; 

the sage-grouse was thoroughly discussed under Section 3.2.1.1.   

All 103 USFS sensitive species were reviewed to determine which should be considered for 

evaluation in this EA using the same occurrence and habitat criteria described above.  Species for 

which no impacts (direct, indirect, or cumulative) are expected were not carried forward for 

detailed analysis.  Appendix 1, Table 5 lists the 33 USFS sensitive species and MIS that may 

occur within or near the Action Area, or with potential habitat in the area, and that may be 

impacted by implementation of an action alternative.  The remaining 70 sensitive species will not 

be impacted by any action alternative (Appendix 1, Table 6).  Seventy-eight (78) additional 

Region 2 species that occur well beyond the Action Area, and with no potential for occurrence, 

were not included in Appendix 1, Table 5 or Table 6.  Those species included 3 mammals, 1 
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bird, 1 snake, 3 fish, 6 invertebrates, and 64 plant species (USFS 2013a).  These 78 species 

require distinctly different habitats (e.g., high elevations, alpine forests, bogs, etc.) than those 

found in the Action Area. 

Seven of the eight Covered Species for the Conservation Strategy are considered USFS sensitive 

species in Wyoming’s Region 2, whereas only three of the eight have that designation in Region 

1 of Montana (Appendix 1, Table 2).  Only the sage-grouse, burrowing owl, and black-tailed 

prairie dog are considered as sensitive species in both Region 1 and Region 2.  The sage thrasher 

is not considered sensitive in either Region.  As described above, detailed descriptions and 

habitat associations of the eight Covered Species were provided in Section 3.2.1.1 (Sagebrush 

Steppe Assemblage) or Section 3.2.1.2 (Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage) and are not repeated in 

this discussion.   

BLM and USFS Sensitive Species Information Summaries  

A combined total of 126 species have been identified by the BLM or USFS as “sensitive” 

(Appendix 1, Table 5 and Table 6).  Of those, 42 species may occur or have potential habitat 

(sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie) within the Action Area, and therefore may be impacted 

by an action alternative (Appendix 1, Table 5).  Twenty-four (24) of these 42 species are 

common to both the BLM and USFS in at least one district each: 13 birds, 5 mammals, 3 

reptiles, and 3 amphibians (Appendix 1, Table 5).  The other 18 species are considered sensitive 

for one or more field offices or regions for either the BLM or the USFS.   

The remaining 84 sensitive species (Appendix 1, Table 6) will not be impacted by an action 

alternative and are not analyzed in this EA.  As stated, the criteria for identifying these species 

include: 

● The Action Area is outside the species’ range or elevation; 

● Potential habitat for the species does not exist within the habitats (sagebrush steppe and 

shortgrass prairie) where Conservation Measures will be implemented; 

● The type or intensity of the activity (i.e., implementation of Conservation Measures) is 

expected to have no impact on the species or their habitats; 

● Species are not known to be dependent upon or consistently associated with the affected 

habitats (sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie), though individuals may occur as 

accidental, dispersing, migrating, happenstance, vagrant, nomadic, or opportunistic 

visitors; and 

● The associated conservation design (i.e., implementation of Conservation Measures) 

eliminates any potential for impact on the species. 

    

Numerous detailed species accounts for the BLM and USFS sensitive species addressed in this 

EA are available and have been presented or referenced in multiple recent NEPA documents and 
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other agency publications that overlap the Action Area.  Examples of these references and 

documents include: 

● USFS Region 2 Species Conservation Assessments;  

● The Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Approved Land Use Plan Amendment and Final EIS 

(BLM 2015c);  

● The Miles City Field Office Approved Resource Management Plan and Final EIS (BLM 

2015d); 

● Montana Field Guide Online; 

● NatureServe Explorer Online;  

● Wyoming and Montana State Wildlife Action Plans; 

● The Birds of North America Online; and  

● The Wyoming Natural Diversity Database.  

 

The USFS Species Conservation Assessments can be accessed at: 

http://www.fs.fed.us/r2/projects/scp/assessments.  The web addresses for the remaining 

documents listed above are provided in Chapter 7, Literature Cited.  Many of these references 

and documents were developed specifically to serve as conservation resources designed to 

provide a foundation for ecologically-based management and assist in conducting project impact 

analyses on sensitive species.  Due to the volume of information available on each sensitive 

species, detailed species accounts will not be restated completely in this document.  However, 

brief summaries of each species are grouped below under the two primary habitat types 

addressed in this EA: sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie.  All sensitive species addressed in 

this EA spend a major portion of their life history in one of these two habitat types, though some 

species (e.g., toads) also require a secondary habitat such as water for at least part of their life-

cycle requirements.  Additionally, the Conservation Measures to be implemented under the 

Conservation Strategy will have similar impacts within each habitat community.   

Brief life history summaries for the sensitive species analyzed in this EA are provided below, 

with the exception of species already discussed; appropriate Section references are listed for 

those species.  Species are grouped by agency affiliation, with additional details regarding their 

status for specific Field Offices and Ranger Districts presented in Appendix 1, Table 5.  Due to 

the overlap in analysis areas, habitats of interest, species analyzed, and species information 

among the recent relevant documents listed above, summaries for many species are copied and 

paraphrased from Appendix M (USFS Biological Evaluation) of The Wyoming Greater Sage-

grouse Approved Land Use Plan Amendment and Final EIS (in BLM 2015c) (based, in turn, on 

Region 2 Species Conservation Assessments).  Other summaries were compiled based on 

relevant data from the above sources.  Direct quotes from data sources are indented, below; 

unless cited otherwise, the following summaries are from Appendix M, as noted above.    
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Sagebrush Steppe Species 

BLM and USFS Sensitive Species 

Fringed Myotis (Myotis thysanodes) 

Distribution  

Fringed myotis appear to be relatively rare range-wide.  They are predominantly 

found in western North America; occurring from southern British Columbia and 

south through southern Mexico, west to the Pacific coast, and east to the Rocky 

Mountains of Region 2 with a potentially isolated population in the Black Hills of 

South Dakota, Wyoming, and Nebraska.  Occurrences have been documented in 14 

states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Nebraska, New Mexico, Montana, 

Nevada, Oregon, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming).  Fringed 

myotis occurs over most of Region 2 and the Black Hills subspecies (M. t. 

pahasapensis) is restricted to the Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming and 

extreme northwestern Nebraska, all within Region 2 (Keinath 2004). 

Habitat Associations and Threats  

Fringed myotis appear to use a fairly broad range of habitats (Cryan 1997).  The 

most common habitats in which this species has been found are oak, pinyon, and 

juniper woodlands or ponderosa pine forest at middle elevations (Davis 1966, 

Barbour and Davis 1969, O’Farrell and Studier 1980, Cockrum et al. 1996, Wilson 

and Ruff 1999, Ellison et al. 2004).  They also appear to use deserts (Cockrum et al. 

1996), grasslands, and other types of woodlands.  When trying to generalize all 

published information, one observes that this species is mostly found in dry habitats 

where open areas (e.g., grasslands and deserts) are interspersed with mature forests 

(usually ponderosa pine, pinyon-juniper, or oak), creating complex mosaics with 

ample edges and abundant snags.  This can take a variety of forms in Region 2 

where open areas are likely represented by short and mixed-grass prairie, sagebrush, 

and other xeric shrublands and forests.  Ideal habitat includes nearby water sources 

and suitable cliff or snag roost habitat. 

Suitable roosting sites are a critical habitat component and the availability can 

determine population sizes and distributions (Humphrey 1975, Kunz 1982).  

Throughout its range, this myotis species uses caves, mines, and buildings as 

maternity colonies, solitary day and night roosts, and hibernacula.  They regularly 

roost underneath bark and inside hollows of tree snags, particularly ponderosa pine 

and Douglas-fir in medium stages of decay (Kurtzman 1994, Morell et al. 1994, 

Murphy 1994, Rasheed et al. 1995, Chung-MacCoubrey 2001, as cited in Cryan 
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1997).  Possible declines are likely due to a combination of primary threats 

including roost loss and modification, habitat alteration, and toxic chemicals. 

Spotted Bat (Euderma maculatum)   

Distribution 

The spotted bat inhabits western North America from southern British Columbia 

through most of the western states to central Mexico.  Spotted bat distribution in 

Wyoming is still unknown, although it may be more prevalent throughout the 

western part of the state (Luce and Keinath 2007, Hester and Grenier 2005).  This 

species has not been documented within the TBNG but is suspected of occurring in 

suitable habitat on those lands.  In Region 2, the most widespread distributions of 

this species occur in Colorado and western Wyoming (Luce and Keinath 2007).   

Habitat Associations and Threats 

This species occurs in a wide variety of habitats and roosts in cracks and crevices in 

cliffs and canyons (Hester and Grenier 2005).  Roost sites have to be in close 

proximity of foraging and water sources (Luce 2004).  The spotted bat has been 

reported from a wide variety of habitats from desert shrub to coniferous forest.  

Typical habitat in Region 2 consists of a concentration of large cliffs proximate to 

open water and extensive foraging areas. 

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from the 

Technical Conservation Assessment prepared for the USFS Species 

Conservation Project (Luce and Keinath 2007) 

Townsend’s Western Big-eared Bat (Corynorhinus townsendii townsendii) 

Distribution 

The Townsend’s big-eared bat is distributed broadly throughout western North 

America, and it occurs in two disjunct, isolated populations in the central and 

eastern United States.  In the West, this species’ range extends from the Pacific 

coast north to southern British Columbia, south to central and southern Mexico and 

the Baja Peninsula.  The eastern-most extent of the western range includes the 

Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming, a small region of south-central Kansas, 

and western portions of Texas and inland eastern Mexico.  In Region 2, the most 

widespread distributions of Townsend’s big-eared bats occur in Colorado and 

Wyoming.  
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Habitat Associations and Threats 

Townsend’s big-eared bat is unequivocally associated with areas containing caves 

and cave-analogs for roosting habitat.  Beyond the constraint for cavernous roosts, 

habitat associations become less well-defined and it has been noted foraging in a 

wide variety of habitats (Pierson et al. 1999).  Generally, Townsend’s big-eared bats 

are found in the dry uplands throughout the West, but they also occur in mesic 

coniferous and deciduous forest habitats along the Pacific coast (Kunz and Martin 

1982).  This may reflect the need to roost where structures are available, as opposed 

to within a particular vegetative zone.  Thus, suitable foraging habitat for this 

species will likely be a heterogeneous mosaic of forested and edge habitats 

including riparian zones which are also used for commuting and drinking (e.g., 

Fellers and Pierson 2002). 

Brewer’s Sparrow: Refer to Section 3.2.1.1  

Sage-grouse: Refer to Section 3.2.1.1 

Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus) 

Distribution 

The loggerhead shrike is widespread in North America.  Its breeding range 

generally includes the northern half of the United States, with some exceptions in 

the Pacific Northwest and northeast.  This species is a summer resident throughout 

the eastern three-quarters of Montana, and a common breeder in all but the extreme 

northwestern corner of Wyoming. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Shrublands are the preferred habitats for the loggerhead shrike and are found 

throughout Action Area.  Important habitat requirements include: scattered trees, 

shrubs, or low bushes for nesting substrate; elevated perches for hunting and 

courtship activities; foraging areas comprised of open, short vegetation with some 

relatively bare areas; and thorny trees or barbed wire fences for impaling prey 

(Pruitt 2000). 

Recent range contractions and declines in abundance have occurred in many areas 

of North America and in several different types of habitat.  Factors responsible for 

the species’ near range-wide declines are not yet clear, but include direct loss and 

degradation of native grassland and shrub-steppe habitats (Wiggins 2005), 

particularly in breeding habitats and on wintering grounds in the southern United 

States and Mexico.  In the north-central and northeastern United States and adjacent 

Canada, maintenance of suitable habitat away from roads, encouragement of 
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farming practices that retain or establish hedgerows and permanent pastures, and 

minimization of pesticide use in shrike habitat may be beneficial. 

Information from Appendix M from Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Land Use 

Plan Amendment Final EIS (Chapter 3) (BLM 2015c), Montana Field Guide 

Online (2015a), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office Resource 

Management Plan Final EIS (Chapter 3) (BLM 2015d)   

Sagebrush Sparrow: Refer to Section 3.2.1.1 

 

Plains Spadefoot (Spea bombifrons) 

Distribution 

This wide ranging species occurs from south-central Canada to north-central 

Mexico, west to western Montana, eastern Colorado, eastern Arizona, east to 

western Iowa, eastern Missouri, and central Arkansas in the United States.  Disjunct 

populations occur in southern Texas and in Arkansas, and in adjacent Mexico 

(Conant and Collins 1991, Stebbins 1985) in northern Chihuahua eastward to 

Tamaulipas. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Plains spadefoots inhabit shrublands, grasslands, and semi-desert areas, usually in 

areas with soft sandy/gravelly soils near permanent or temporary bodies of water. 

For much of each year, it lives largely inactive in burrows of its own construction or 

occupies rodent burrows, and enters water only to breed.  Almost all feeding and 

breeding activity occur during and shortly after heavy spring and summer rains.  

Following heavy rains, adults have been reported in water up to 30 centimeters deep 

in flooded wagon wheel ruts, temporary rain pools formed in wide flat-bottom 

coulees, water tanks, and badland seep ponds, and tadpoles and toadlets have been 

observed in stock ponds and small ephemeral reservoirs, usually in sagebrush-

grassland habitats (Hossack et al. 2003, Hendricks 1999, Reichel 1995, Dood 1980, 

Mosimann and Rabb 1952, and Cope 1879).  Breeding choruses usually last about 2 

days.  Adults tend to exhibit high fidelity to breeding sites.  Individuals migrate up 

to several hundred meters between breeding pools and nonbreeding terrestrial 

habitats. 

No special management needs are currently recognized.  However, at permanent 

and semi-permanent water bodies (reservoirs and stock ponds) where breeding has 

been observed, portions of the shoreline where emergent vegetation might develop 
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could be fenced to create exclosures that protect breeding adults, eggs and tadpoles 

from trampling and the removal of emergent cover by livestock.   

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2015b) and NatureServe 

Explorer Online (2015a)  

BLM Sensitive Species 

Long-eared Myotis (Myotis evotis) 

Distribution 

The range for the long-eared myotis includes western North America, from central 

British Columbia, southern Alberta, and southern Saskatchewan south along the 

Pacific Coast to Baja California, east through Montana and Idaho to the western 

Dakotas, and from Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado to New Mexico and 

Arizona (Reid 2006a and 2006b, Adams 2003, Manning and Jones 1989).  The 

elevational range for this species extends from near sea level along the Pacific 

Coast to around 2,900 meters in Utah and Wyoming (Adams 2003, Manning and 

Jones 1989).  The long-eared myotis is thought to occur year-round in suitable 

habitats throughout Wyoming and Montana, although the majority of Wyoming 

records are from the western half of the state. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

The long-eared myotis utilizes coniferous forests, especially ponderosa pine and 

juniper, cottonwood-riparian, basin-prairie shrublands, and sagebrush-grassland 

habitat types (Orabona et al. 2012).  Roost sites include snags, loose bark, rock 

crevices, caves, buildings, and mine tunnels.  Long-eared myotis are thought to 

hibernate in caves and abandoned mines.  Like many bat species, the long-eared 

myotis is extremely sensitive to human disturbance during hibernation (Orabona et 

al. 2012).   

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2016l) and Wyoming Greater 

Sage-grouse Land Use Plan Amendment Final EIS Chapter 3 (BLM 2015c) 

(Note: citation for Cerovski et al. 2004 in BLM text was updated to Orabona et 

al. 2012)  

Pallid Bat (Antrozous pallidus) 

Distribution 

The range for the pallid bat includes western North America from south-central 

British Columbia (Okanagan Valley; low numbers, perhaps strays) south through 

the western United States to southern Baja California, central Mexico, southern 
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Kansas, and southern Texas; also Cuba (Reid 2006a and 2006b, Hermanson and 

O'Shea 1983, Martin and Schmidly 1982).  Elevational range in Texas is 600-2,000 

meters (Ammerman et al. 2012).  The pallid bat is a summer resident in southeast 

Montana, although the majority of Wyoming records are from the western half of 

the state. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Habitats can be quite varied and include sagebrush-grasslands, cliffs, rock outcrops, 

cottonwood-riparian, and eastern Great Plains grasslands in Wyoming, and 

ponderosa pine and big sagebrush communities with rock outcrops nearby in 

southeast Montana.  Elsewhere in its range, pallid bats can be found in arid deserts, 

juniper woodlands, sagebrush shrub-steppe, and grasslands, often with rocky 

outcrops and water nearby.  They are generally less abundant in evergreen and 

mixed conifer woodlands, but will use ponderosa pine stands in some areas.  Day 

and night roosts are usually distinct.  Day roosts include crevices of rock outcrops, 

caves, mine tunnels, buildings, bridges, and hollows of live and dead trees.  Night 

roosts also can include crevices in caves or in buildings, under rock overhangs, and 

under bridges; bats generally were faithful to particular night roosts both within and 

between years (Lewis 1994).  Little information is available on seasonal 

movements, but individuals are believed to hibernate in caves and mines in the 

general vicinity of their summer range (Ammerman et al. 2012, Schmidly 1991, 

Barbour and Davis 1969).  In general, bats are sensitive to disturbance at their 

roosting sites; the availability of suitable roosting sites (e.g., tree cavities, tree bark, 

caves, rock crevices, mines, and buildings), are key habitat components for these 

bats (Nagorsen and Brigham 1993).  

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2015c), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015b), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office Resource 

Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

Sage Thrasher: Refer to Section 3.2.1.1 

USFS Sensitive Species 

Hoary Bat (Lasiurus cinereus) 

Distribution 

The hoary bat is the most widespread of all American bats.  It occurs throughout the 

United States north to the limit of trees in Canada and south to Argentina and Chile.  

In Wyoming, the hoary bat occurs statewide during summer from the low elevations 

of the eastern plains to 3,000 meters (10,000 feet) in the mountains. 
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Habitat Associations and Threats 

These bats are solitary and roost in deciduous trees on sites generally open only 3-4 

meters between ground and canopy.  The hoary bat is associated with both 

deciduous and coniferous forested habitats.  It can be found in montane forests, 

cottonwood riparian forests, shelterbelts, tree rows, juniper woodlands, and urban 

parks.  Diverse forest habitats with a mixture of forest and small open areas that 

provide edges are ideal habitat for this species (Hester and Grenier 2005).  The 

hoary bat is considered uncommon throughout most of the eastern United States 

and in the northern Rockies, but common in the prairie states and Pacific 

Northwest. 

Potential threats include degradation, fragmentation, and loss of forest habitats; 

pesticides and other contaminants; and human-caused mortality during migration 

(such as wind turbines and communications towers) (Hester and Grenier 2005).  

The hoary bat was the most commonly found bat during mortality searches at a 

wind power facility in south central Wyoming, and most mortalities were probably 

migrants. 

Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus) 

Distribution 

The northern harrier is a wide-ranging species that occurs across nearly all of North 

America, depending on the season.  Some seasonal migrations extend from North 

America into the northwestern tip of South America.  They are found across 

Wyoming and Montana, and can occur year-round during milder winters. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Northern harriers inhabit basin-prairie and mountain-foothills shrublands, grass and 

grass-like habitats, and marshes.  Most nests are found in undisturbed wetlands or 

mixed-grasslands dominated by thick vegetation.  They prefer open habitats 

characterized by tall, dense vegetation.  They use native or tame vegetation in dry 

or wet grasslands, wetlands, croplands, fallow fields, lightly grazed management 

units, and brushy areas.  Northern harriers forage over open habitats of moderate to 

heavy cover and hunt by flying close to the ground and taking small animals by 

surprise.   

The species is considered globally “secure” by NatureServe because it is widely 

distributed across North America.  However, historic and recent evidence suggest 

the number of breeding harriers has declined across the species’ range.  The greatest 
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threats are loss of wetland and grassland habitats and habitat fragmentation, 

primarily from agricultural production (Slater and Rock 2005). 

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from Montana 

Field Guide Online (2016m) and Orabona et al. (2012)     

Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus)  

Distribution 

The short-eared owl also is found across North America, including Canada, the 

United States, and the northern half of Mexico.  It breeds and occupies open 

habitats from the most arctic and temperate areas to the south and central portions 

of the United States.  Short-eared owls are nomadic within their range and may be 

absent from some breeding areas for several years.  This species has been 

documented in both Wyoming and Montana, particularly in years with high 

populations of small mammals. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

In North America, the short-eared owl nests in open habitats including basin-prairie 

shrublands, grasslands, marshes, and irrigated native meadows below 7,000 feet.  

Foraging habitat is similar to nesting habitat.  In Region 2, habitat is typically 

composed of large (more than 500 hectares) tracts of native medium to tall 

grasslands ideally interspersed with wet areas or marshes, though nesting has been 

documented in sagebrush steppe habitats. 

The most significant factor thought to limit population growth in short-eared owls is 

the availability of suitable nesting and foraging habitat due to loss of native 

grassland and wetland habitats; degradation of existing grasslands due to 

overgrazing by livestock; and degradation of grassland habitat due to fragmentation. 

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from Montana 

Field Guide Online (2016n), Orabona et al. (2012), and Baseline or Annual 

Wildlife Monitoring Reports for coal mines in northeastern Wyoming and 

southeastern Montana, on file with the Departments of Environmental Quality 

in Sheridan or Cheyenne, Wyoming and Helena, Montana 

Greater Short-horned Lizard (Phrynosoma hernandesi) 

Distribution 

The range for the greater short-horned lizard extends from southern Alberta and 

southern Saskatchewan south through eastern Montana, the western Dakotas, 

Wyoming, western Nebraska, Colorado, Utah, eastern Nevada, New Mexico, 
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Arizona, and mountains of western Texas to southern Durango (Zamudio et al. 

1997, Stebbins 2003); the range limit in the vicinity of Idaho, western Wyoming, 

northern Utah, and northern Nevada has not been precisely determined.  Elevational 

range extends from approximately 900 to 11,300 feet in elevation (Stebbins 2003).  

Greater short-horned lizards have been documented in most counties in the eastern 

two-thirds of Montana with more scattered and sporadic sightings in Wyoming, 

especially in the eastern third of the state. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Greater short-horned lizards use sagebrush and shortgrass prairie, particularly open 

south-facing slopes, rocky coulee rims, and shale outcrops (Werner et al. 2004).  

When not active on the surface, the lizards burrow into the soil or occupy rodent 

burrows.  Conversion of sagebrush habitat is likely the primary threat to the species.  

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2016o), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015c), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office Resource 

Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

Barr’s Milkvetch (Astragalus barrii) 

Distribution 

The Barr’s milkvetch is a rare species endemic to the badlands of southwestern 

South Dakota, far northwestern Nebraska, and the PRB of Montana and Wyoming.  

In Montana, it is known from numerous watersheds, several of which contain large, 

expansive populations.  In Wyoming, Barr’s milkvetch is restricted to upper- and 

mid-slope topographic positions, often on north- and east-facing aspects and occurs 

at elevations between 3,600 and 6,000 feet (Handley 2008).    

Habitat Associations and Threats 

This species grows on dry badland islands in sagebrush and grassland matrices, and 

on semi-barren slopes with low vegetation cover.  It is generally found in soils 

derived from shale, sandstone, silts, and limestone.  It typically occurs on rocky 

prairie breaks, ridges, knolls, and slopes (Ladyman 2006), including scoria and 

calcareous substrates.  Vegetation in this environment tends to be adapted to high 

insolation, considerable run-off, and exposure to sediments and salinity from 

exposed and partially modified geological material.   

Data are insufficient to accurately determine long-term trends.  Since this species 

was first recognized, several large populations that appeared to be stable have been 

located.  In general, revisits to known occurrences seem to have found additional 

colonies rather than relocating the original colony. 
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Activities associated with natural resource development, particularly CBNG, are 

emerging as the primary potential threats to Barr’s milkvetch habitat within the 

Wyoming and Montana PRB (Ladyman 2006).  Range-wide, some populations 

have been impacted by resource extraction activities in the past, but the impacts 

appear to have been localized.  Grazing and trampling by native and nonnative 

ungulates may have an impact on some of the smaller colonies, but do not appear to 

substantially threaten any of the larger known populations.  Invasive weeds are 

likely a threat to long-term sustainability of some populations due to habitat 

degradation and competition. 

The habitat occupied by this species is not typically suitable for grazing, and the 

location of its habitat makes it less vulnerable to all but large-scale developments.  

Proposed resource extraction in southeast Montana may eventually impact the 

species.  Invasive weeds have the potential to be a threat but currently are not 

posing problems to the species. 

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from Montana 

Field Guide Online (2015d) and the Peabody Powder River Mining, LLC 

Mackey Road Relocation Final EIS (USFS 2013b)  

Shortgrass Prairie Species 

BLM and USFS Sensitive Species 

Black-tailed Prairie Dog: Refer to Section 3.2.1.2 

Ferruginous Hawk: Refer to Section 3.2.1.2 

Swift Fox (Vulpes velox) 

Distribution 

The swift fox is native to the grassland prairies of the Great Plains region of North 

America (Kahn et al. 1997).  Current known swift fox distribution is about 25 

percent of its historic range from the literature or approximately 40 percent of the 

suggested historic range based on vegetation classification mapping of the 

shortgrass and mid-grass prairie grassland types in the central United States.  

Distributions and associated densities appear highly variable among the occupied 

states (Kahn et al. 1997).  The present known range is constricted and somewhat 

disjunct, with an identified population core present in eastern Wyoming, eastern 

Colorado, and western Kansas (Kahn et al. 1997).  This species occurs year-round 

in the eastern two-thirds of Montana, though most sightings occur in the north-

central and northeastern portions of the state. 
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Habitat Associations and Threats 

Swift foxes occur in the Great Plains in a variety of habitats including shortgrass 

and mid-grass prairies, plowed fields and fencerows, and sagebrush (Olson and 

Lindzey 2002, Sovada et al. 1998, Uresk and Sharps 1986, Jones et al. 1985, 

Egoscue 1979).  They select habitat with low-growing vegetation and relatively flat 

terrain, friable soils and high den availability, and areas near roads.  The swift fox is 

the most burrow-dependent canid in North America (Jackson and Choate 2000).  

Several studies have also reported that swift foxes select habitat adjacent to roads 

(Olsen 2000, Pruss 1999, Hines and Case 1991, Hillman and Sharps 1978).  Swift 

foxes typically use relatively open shortgrass prairie habitats with high visibility 

(Kilgore 1969), which is likely related to predator avoidance.  Individuals killed by 

predators were found in sagebrush vegetation more than expected; this suggests that 

the risk of death was greater in sagebrush than other vegetation types.  This appears 

to be balanced out by higher recruitment in home ranges with a larger proportion of 

sagebrush, as these foxes were observed with bigger litters.  Olsen (2000) 

concluded that low-growing (<30 centimeters) and low-density (16% cover) 

sagebrush vegetation should be considered suitable swift fox habitat. 

The key threats to swift fox identified within Region 2 include: competition with 

coyotes and red foxes; habitat loss or fragmentation; vehicle collisions; inadvertent 

poisoning; hunting and trapping; and management to increase tall vegetation. 

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from Montana 

Field Guide Online (2016p), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office 

Resource Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

Burrowing Owl: Refer to Section 3.2.1.2 

Chestnut-collared Longspur (Calcarius ornatus) 

The chestnut-collared longspur is generally associated with taller structural habitats 

than those typically associated with shortgrass prairie.  However, because sightings 

have been documented in or near black-tailed prairie dog colonies and in other 

shortgrass habitats within the Action Area, this species is included in the analyses. 

Distribution 

The distribution of chestnut-collared longspur breeding populations is disjunct, 

corresponding to the now fragmented distribution of the shortgrass and mixed-grass 

prairies of the Great Plains and the southern fringe of the Canadian Prairie 

Provinces.  Chestnut-collared longspurs breed from southern Alberta, 

Saskatchewan, and Manitoba; south to northeastern Colorado and (formerly) 
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extreme western Kansas; and east through North Dakota, South Dakota, and 

western and north-central Nebraska to western Minnesota (American 

Ornithologists’ Union 1998, Hill and Gould 1997).  The USFS Region 2 state with 

the highest average relative abundance of chestnut-collared longspurs is South 

Dakota.  In Nebraska, they breed in the northwest (Johnsgard 1979); and in 

Colorado, they are known to breed in Weld and Washington Counties in the 

northeast (Pantle 1998, Andrews and Righter 1992); in Wyoming, chestnut-collared 

longspurs breed most commonly in the northeast and southeast (Oakleaf et al. 

1992). 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Chestnut-collared longspurs are native prairie specialists preferring level to rolling 

native mixed-grass and shortgrass uplands, and in drier habitats moist lowlands 

(Anstey et al. 1995, Kantrud and Kologiski 1982, Wiens and Dyer 1975, Stewart 

1975, Owens and Myres 1973, Fairfield 1968, DuBois 1935).  Breeding habitat is 

typically mixed-grass or shortgrass prairie less than 20 to 30 centimeters tall that 

has been recently grazed or mowed (Owens and Myres 1973, Fairfield 1968).  

Pastures planted with exotic grasses such as crested wheatgrass (Agropyron 

cirstatum) are also used, as are mowed areas such as airstrips (Stewart 1975), but 

native pastures are preferred.  Grazed or mowed tallgrass prairie is also used during 

the breeding season (Wyckoff 1986). 

Compared to the McCown’s longspur, the chestnut-collared longspur prefers areas 

with taller grass species such as needlegrasses (Stipa spp.) and wheatgrass 

(Agropyron spp.) (Baldwin and Creighton 1972).  Chestnut-collared longspurs 

avoid excessively shrubby areas (Arnold and Higgins 1986) and grasslands with 

dense litter accumulations (Anstey et al. 1995, Berkey et al. 1993, Renken 1983). 

Within drier shortgrass habitats, chestnut-collared longspurs prefer wetter, taller, 

and more densely vegetated areas than McCown’s longspurs and horned larks 

(Eremophila alpestris) (Wershler et al. 1991, Kantrud and Kologiski 1982, 

Creighton and Baldwin 1974, Strong 1971, DuBois 1937).  Low, moist areas and 

wet-meadow zones around wetlands provide suitable habitat in these drier, 

shortgrass areas (Stewart 1975, Rand 1948, DuBois 1937). 

Most of the declines in chestnut-collared longspur populations, both past and 

present, have been attributed to land use practices that destroy native prairie (Hill 

and Gould 1997, McNicholl 1988, Gollop 1978, Oberholser 1974, Fairfield 1968).  

Both overgrazing and the loss of grazing can have a negative impact on this bird.  In 

winter, changing grazing practices in conjunction with variable rainfall and 

changing cultivation practices can also threaten chestnut-collared longspur 

population stability.  The loss of fire over the landscape also can negatively impact 
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chestnut-collared longspurs, as can prairie restoration efforts that seeded degraded 

grasslands with taller, exotic grasses. 

Long-billed Curlew (Numenius americanus) 

Distribution 

The distribution of long-billed curlew breeding populations is disjunct, 

corresponding to the now fragmented distribution of the shortgrass and mixed-grass 

prairies of the Great Plains, Great Basin, and inter-montane valleys of the western 

U. S. and southwestern Canada.  Long-billed curlews breed from southern British 

Columbia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan south to northeastern New Mexico; central 

Nevada; northern Utah; and east to southwestern North Dakota and central South 

Dakota and Nebraska; east of the Cascades in Washington and Oregon; in 

northeastern California and southern Idaho; east of the Rockies in Montana; and in 

Wyoming and eastern Colorado.  In winter, these curlews are distributed in the U.S. 

mostly in coastal and inland regions of California, Texas, and Louisiana.  This 

species is a summer resident across Montana and can breed in most areas.  In 

Wyoming, breeding is most common in the western two-thirds of the state. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Long-billed curlews are native prairie specialists, nesting primarily in shortgrass or 

mixed-grass prairie habitat with flat to rolling topography (Hooper and Pitt 1996, 

Pampush and Anthony 1993, Jenni et al. 1981, Pampush 1980, King 1978).  They 

prefer short vegetation, generally less than 30 centimeters tall (often less than 10 

centimeters), and generally avoid habitats with trees, a high density of shrubs (e.g., 

sagebrush [Artemisia spp.]), and tall, dense grass (Pampush and Anthony 1993, 

Campbell et al. 1990, Pampush 1981).  Curlews use taller, denser grass during 

brood-rearing when shade and camouflage from predators are presumably more 

important for chicks (Jenni et al. 1981), but this may also reflect a decline in the 

availability of shorter habitats later in the season. 

Key threats identified for the curlew are: loss of grazing or overgrazing; fire 

suppression; introduction of exotic species such as crested wheatgrass; human 

disturbance associated particularly with recreation and energy development; loss or 

fragmentation of habitat; and pesticide spraying which significantly reduces 

arthropod abundance particularly grasshoppers (McEwen et al. 1972) a major food 

in the curlew’s diet. 

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from Montana 

Field Guide Online (2016q), Orabona et al. (2012), Wyoming Greater Sage-

grouse Land Use Plan Amendment Final EIS (Chapter 3) (BLM 2015c), and 
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Miles City Field Office Resource Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 

2015d) 

McCown’s Longspur (Rhynchophanes mccownii) 

Distribution 

The distribution of breeding populations is disjunct, corresponding to the now 

fragmented distribution of the shortgrass prairies of the Great Plains and the 

southern fringe of the Canadian Prairie Provinces.  Furthermore, both breeding and 

winter distributions may shift annually as this species is nomadic to some extent, 

making “somewhat erratic appearances and disappearance” at certain times and in 

certain places (Bent 1968).  McCown’s longspurs breed in loose colonies from 

southeastern Alberta east to southern Saskatchewan; south through Montana; 

eastern and central Wyoming; to western North Dakota and South Dakota; and 

western Nebraska to northeastern Colorado (Dechant et al. 1999, With 1994, 

Godfrey 1986).  They winter in the southern US from western Oklahoma south 

through eastern New Mexico and central and west Texas into northern Mexico. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

McCown’s longspurs breed in shortgrass prairie, especially where vegetation 

coverage is sparse due to low soil moisture or heavy grazing, or where it is 

interspersed with shrubs or taller grasses.  This species uses grasslands with little 

(Felske 1971) and low vegetation cover (Creighton 1974, DuBois 1935) such as 

provided by true native shortgrass prairie or heavily grazed mixed-grass prairie.  

McCown’s longspurs prefer to breed in heavily grazed areas (Bradley, personal 

communication to USFS) and they respond positively to livestock grazing (Bock et 

al. 1993).  In Colorado, individuals often use sparsely vegetated hillsides with 

southern exposures for displaying and nesting (Creighton 1974, Felske 1971, 

Giezentanner 1970). 

In southeast Wyoming, preferential placement of territories on areas with a high 

percentage of bare ground was attributed to microclimate effects such as early 

warming and drying of nest sites (Greer 1988).  Percent vegetation coverage within 

5 centimeters of the ground was higher in occupied territories than in unoccupied 

territories in Wyoming. 

The primary threats to the McCown’s longspur are overgrazing in some cases, 

energy development through loss or fragmentation of habitat (well pads, roads, 

pipelines, storage tanks, power lines, compressor and pumping stations), 

disturbance (drilling, vehicle traffic), or environmental contamination.  Recreation 

is increasing in Region 2 (USFS 2002), and the negative effects of recreation on 
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bird species composition and nest placement in both forests and grasslands have 

recently been documented (e.g., Miller et al. 1998).  In addition to direct mortality, 

pesticide applications may also result in reduced food delivery rates, lowered avian 

densities, and depressed brain acetylcholinesterase activities (Martin et al. 2000). 

Mountain Plover: Refer to Section 3.2.1.2 

Great Plains Toad (Anaxyrus cognatus) 

Distribution 

The range for the Great Plains toad encompasses the Great Plains, southwestern 

United States, and northern Mexico, from southern Manitoba and southeastern 

Alberta in Canada, south to Aguascalientes and San Luis Potosi, Mexico; east to 

western Minnesota, western Iowa, central Missouri, central Oklahoma, and northern 

and western Texas; west to central Montana, eastern Wyoming, eastern and south-

central Colorado, southeastern California.  In the western segment of the 

distribution, the range extends north through southern Nevada and Arizona to 

northern Utah and south to Sonora and northern Sinaloa.  Distribution in the desert 

part of the range is highly fragmented (Stebbins 2003).  Elevational range is mostly 

between sea level and 6,000 feet, but extends to 8,000 feet in Colorado 

(Hammerson 1999).  Great Plains toads have been documented in most counties in 

the eastern part of Montana, but in only a few locations in northeastern Wyoming. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

The Great Plains toad has been reported in sagebrush-grasslands, rainwater pools in 

road ruts, stream valleys, at small reservoirs and stock ponds, and around rural 

farms.  As with the plains spadefoot, the Great Plains toad depends on water 

resources, including prairie streams, for various parts of its lifecycle.  Breeding 

habitat for this species includes glacial potholes, stock reservoirs, irrigation ditches, 

and small coulees (Werner et al. 2004).  During the non-breeding season, these 

toads use adjacent prairie and other upland habitats.  Threats to the species include 

contamination from herbicides and pesticides, habitat loss, and stream and reservoir 

management policies that negatively alter hydrology.   

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2015e), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015d), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office Resource 

Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 
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Milksnake (Lampropeltis triangulum)(L. gentilis) 

Distribution 

The large range for this species extends from Montana, South Dakota, southern 

Minnesota, Michigan, southern Ontario, southern Quebec, and southern Maine 

southward through western, eastern, and southern Mexico and Central America to 

northwestern South America (Ecuador, northwestern Colombia, and northern 

Venezuela) (Williams 1994), at elevations from near sea level to around 9,000 feet 

(Stebbins 2003).  In the United States, this snake ranges west to Utah and Arizona 

and east to the Atlantic coast.  The species occurs across central and southeastern 

Montana.  The pale milksnake (L. t. multistriata) is the subspecies identified in 

Wyoming (Orabona et al. 2012); it has occasionally been reported in southeast 

Wyoming, with fewer observations in the western half of the state. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Milksnakes are most often reported in or near areas of rocky outcrops and hillsides 

or badland scarps, sometimes within city limits.  Other habitats include grasslands 

and adjacent riparian areas, rocky outcrops, riparian zones, open sagebrush-

grassland habitat (Dood 1980) and ponderosa pine savannah with sandy soils 

(Hendricks 1999), cedar-juniper hillsides, and margins of agricultural fields 

(Werner et al. 2004).  No specific management activities are suggested at this time, 

other than to protect dens and regulate or restrict commercial harvest for the pet 

trade. 

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2016r), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015e), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office Resource 

Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

Plains (Western) Hog-nosed Snake (Heterodon nasicus) 

Distribution 

The range of this snake extends from Alberta, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan 

southward through the Great Plains region of central North America to New 

Mexico and northern Texas, and disjunctly eastward to southeastern Minnesota, 

Illinois, and eastern Missouri (Smith et al. 2003).  Although this species has been 

documented throughout the eastern half of Montana, few have been observed in 

recent years.  Occasional sightings have been recorded in northeast Wyoming, with 

scattered observations in the west-central portion of the state (Orabona et al. 2012). 
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Habitat Associations and Threats 

The western hog-nosed snake is associated with areas of well-drained soft or sandy 

soils, such as riverbanks, old riverbeds, and sandstone outcroppings (Stebbins 2003, 

Hammerson 1999) in plains grasslands and sand hills.  Additional reports have 

included sagebrush-grassland habitat (Dood 1980) and near pine savannah in 

grasslands with sandy soils (Hendricks 1999, Reichel 1995).  In other locations, 

their apparent preference for arid areas, farmlands, and floodplains, particularly 

those with gravelly or sandy soil, has been noted.  During periods of inactivity, they 

occupy burrows or dig into soil and, less often, are found under rocks or debris 

(Stebbins 2003, Hammerson 1999, Baxter and Stone 1985).   

Even though this snake is still encountered across its historical range, it is less 

abundant than in the 19
th

 Century.  This is probably due to extensive habitat loss 

associated with conversion of prairie to agricultural landscapes.  As in other 

regions, an unknown percentage of local populations experiences road mortality, as 

many specimen and observation records are of road-killed individuals.  Draining of 

prairie wetlands may have negative impacts on the prey (toads and frogs 

particularly, and perhaps turtle eggs) this snake prefers. Management in Montana 

for this species is hampered by a lack of basic information on abundance, food 

habits, and habitat associations, but is probably best effected for the long-term by 

protecting suitable prairie habitats from conversion to agricultural uses.  No specific 

management activities are suggested at this time, but any nests and dens should be 

protected and left undisturbed. 

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2016s), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015f), Orabona et al. (2012), and Miles City Field Office Resource 

Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

BLM Sensitive Species 

Baird’s Sparrow (Ammodramus bairdii) 

Distribution 

The breeding range for the Baird’s sparrow extends from southern Alberta, southern 

Saskatchewan, and southern Manitoba south to central and eastern Montana, North 

Dakota, northwestern and north-central South Dakota, and possibly western 

Minnesota, with unconfirmed records or possible nesting in Wyoming, Wisconsin, 

and extreme western Ontario (Green et al. 2002).  Nonbreeding range extends from 

southeastern Arizona, southern New Mexico, and southwestern Texas south to 

northeastern Sonora, extreme northwestern Chihuahua, northeastern Durango, and 

extreme northern Zacatecas (Green et al. 2002).  Although it can occur as a summer 
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resident across the eastern two-thirds of Montana, breeding has not been confirmed 

near the border with Wyoming.  Likewise, breeding has been suspected, but not 

confirmed, in northeast Wyoming, and the species is considered as an uncommon 

summer resident throughout the state. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

The Baird’s sparrow is associated with grasslands, particularly native prairie in 

Montana (Casey 2000) and shortgrass eastern Great Plains grasslands in Wyoming 

(Orabona et al. 2012).  Structure may ultimately be more important than plant 

species composition.  Nesting may take place in tame grasses; nesting has been 

observed in crested wheat, while smooth brome is avoided (Sutter and Brigham 

1998).  This sparrow has also been found to use drier areas during unusually wet 

years and wet areas during unusually dry years (Casey 2000).  Because a relatively 

complex structure is so important for nesting, areas with little to no grazing activity 

are required.  The primary threat to this species is the conversion of native prairie 

habitats to cropland.  

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2015f), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015g) Orabona et al. (2012), Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Land Use 

Plan Amendment Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015c), and Miles City Field 

Office Resource Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

Golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) 

Distribution 

In North America, breeding occurs from western and northern Alaska eastward 

through Northwest Territories to Labrador, and south to northern Mexico, Texas, 

western Oklahoma, and western Kansas, and in eastern North America southward to 

New York and northern New England (rare).  The winter range in North America 

extends from south-central Alaska and southern Canada southward through the 

breeding range, and casually farther southward.  In the United States, the species is 

most numerous in winter in the Rocky Mountain states, Great Basin, and western 

edge of the Great Plains (Root 1988).  In recent years (1999-2009), breeding golden 

eagles have been observed in southeast Montana, among other regions.  They are a 

common breeder throughout the entire state of Wyoming (Orabona et al. 2012).  

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Golden eagles are year-long residents within the Action Area.  They nest on cliffs, 

ledges, ridge lines, and pinnacles that provide a view of the area, as well as in large 

trees (deciduous and coniferous).  Golden eagles forage over open areas such as 
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grasslands (including prairie dog colonies), shrublands, and open woodlands.  

Shooting, trapping, and ingestion of poisoned bait have been significant threats in 

the past (Cameron 1905); shooting and poisoning from the ingestion of lead 

fragments in carrion remain as threats (Kochert et al. 2002, Harmata and Restani 

1995).  Collisions with wind turbines and electrocutions from high voltage power 

lines also continue to present significant threats.   

Information from Montana Field Guide Online (2015g), NatureServe Explorer 

Online (2015h), Orabona et al. (2012), Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Land 

Use Plan Amendment Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015c), and Miles City Field 

Office Resource Management Plan Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015d) 

Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii) 

The Sprague’s pipit is an endemic grassland specialist of the Northern Great Plains 

(Davis et al. 2014, Jones 2010).  This species is a short- to medium-distance 

migrant, moving from breeding grounds in the native northern prairie regions of 

southern Canada and the northern United States through the central Great Plains 

states to wintering grounds in the southern United States and northern Mexico 

(Davis et al. 2014).  The Sprague’s pipit is closely tied to native prairie habitat.  In 

the United States, breeding grounds are found primarily in Minnesota, north-central 

and eastern Montana, much of North Dakota, and northwestern South Dakota 

(Jones 2010); those regions do not overlap the Action Area.  Limited (fewer than 

10) sightings also have occurred in other parts of the United States, including 

Wyoming (ICF International 2016, Davis et al. 2014, Robbins and Dale 1999 in 

Jones 2010).    

This bird prefers to breed in native, mixed-grass prairies with the following 

characteristics: average vegetation height of 6 to 12 inches; less than 15 percent 

bare ground; fair to excellent range condition; grazing managed to leave residual 

cover; at least 358 acres in size; minimal edge habitat (i.e., at least 0.5 mile from the 

nearest edge); and with few shrubs present (Davis 2004 in Davis et al. 2014, Casey 

2000 in Montana Field Guide Online 2016k).  Even in a shortgrass prairie 

landscape, pipits are often found in areas with taller grasses (Samson and Knopf 

1996 in Montana Field Guide Online 2016k).  Although it may occur in areas of 

introduced grasses, the Sprague’s pipit is significantly more abundant in native 

prairie than in planted grasslands (Dechant et al. 2001 in Montana Field Guide 

Online 2016k).  The Sprague’s pipit also is known to utilize and breed in alkaline 

meadows and around the edges of alkaline lakes (Johnsgard 1992 in Montana Field 

Guide Online 2016k).  Although birds are rarely found nesting in cropland, they 

will use stubble and fallow crop fields during fall migration (Davis et al. 2014).  

Winter habitats are comprised primarily of grasslands with high grass cover and 
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low shrub presence, though other habitats such as sparsely vegetated grasslands and 

cultivated lands may be used in some areas (Stevens et al. 2013, Macías-Duarte et 

al. 2009, Desmond et al. 2005; all in Davis et al. 2014). 

The Sprague’s pipit was petitioned for listing under the ESA in 2008.  In September 

2010, the Service determined that this species was warranted for listing, but that 

such a listing was precluded by higher priority listing actions (Jones 2010, Service 

2010a, 75 FR 56028; September 15, 2010).  Consequently, the Sprague’s pipit was 

considered a candidate species under the ESA.  On April 5, 2016, the Service 

published a 12-month finding in the Federal Register determining that listing 

Sprague’s pipit is not warranted at this time (81 FR 19527).  Due to its “not 

warranted” status for listing under the ESA, this species is currently considered a 

BLM Sensitive Species only in the Montana portion of the Action Area.     

Though few data are available, the Sprague’s pipit is presumed to have experienced 

significant population declines throughout its range due to conversion of mixed-

grass prairies to agriculture, particularly in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries 

(Smith 1996 in Davis et al. 2014).  More recent results from breeding bird surveys 

indicate a survey-wide decline of approximately 3.5 percent per year from 1966 

through 2012 (Sauer et al. 2014).  That decline occurred primarily in Canada, where 

most breeding occurs, with a relatively stable (though low) breeding population in 

the United States.  Nevertheless, breeding populations of the Sprague’s pipit appear 

to be highest along the border of Alberta and Saskatchewan (Sauer et al. 2014), 

where the species is common in native grasslands but not abundant.  The most 

recent global population estimate for the Sprague’s pipit is 900,000 individuals, 

most (78%) of which occur in Canada (PIF 2013).  The estimate for BCR17, which 

overlaps most of the Action Area, is 80,000 birds (PIF 2013).  

Population declines on both breeding and wintering grounds of the Sprague’s pipit 

are attributed primarily to prairie conversion and inappropriate grazing management 

(Pool et al. 2012, Askins et al. 2007, Samson and Knopf 1994; all in Davis et al. 

2014), with additional impacts from energy development, roads, and the inadequacy 

of existing regulatory mechanisms.  These impacts also can extend into adjacent 

grasslands, especially in areas where patch size is small (Davis et al 2014).  In 

contrast, land management actions applied on both breeding and wintering grounds 

can contribute to improved habitat conditions and increased pipit abundance.  

Examples of such actions include conservation and enhancement of native 

grassland parcels of sufficient size and composition, proper grazing management to 

provide residual cover and suitable vegetative structure, and removal of 

encroaching shrubs and trees, among others (Davis et al. 2014). 
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As indicated, the Sprague’s pipit is an uncommon migrant in Wyoming (Orabona et 

al. 2012), with little evidence of breeding in southeastern Montana (Montana Field 

Guide Online 2016k).  Few observations of this species have occurred within the 

Action Area, with no confirmed evidence of breeding anywhere in that area.   

Sidesaddle (Great Plains) Bladderpod (Lesquerella arenosa var. argillosa) 

Distribution 

Sidesaddle bladderpod is a regional endemic of western Nebraska, southwestern 

South Dakota, northeastern Colorado, and eastern Wyoming where the four states 

come together (Heidel 2010).  Its centers of distribution are in southwestern South 

Dakota (outside of the Black Hills) and northwestern Nebraska.  In Wyoming, this 

species is known only from one area in east-central Niobrara County, at the western 

limits of its known distribution (Heidel 2010).  Previous reports from other areas 

have since been determined as inaccurate for various reasons. 

Habitat Associations and Threats 

Sidesaddle bladderpod is found on dry, open, sparsely-vegetated rocky slopes with 

whitish-yellow or gray limestone and shale, derived from the Niobrara Formation 

(Heidel 2010).  Bunchgrasses and cushion plants are local dominants in habitat 

occupied by this bladderpod species, with shrubs and subshrubs as co-dominants in 

some places.  Occupied habitat is notably weed-free.  The sidesaddle bladderpod is 

usually associated with breaks in topography, occurring on well-drained slopes and 

rims of buttes, escarpments, and ridges.  Sometimes it is not on a distinct landform 

but only a subtle band or segment of the landscape associated with outcrop or thin 

soils.  At a small scale, it is also found on nearly flat upland gravelly pavement and 

in outwash that adjoins suitable slope habitat.   

The only confirmed occurrence of sidesaddle bladderpod is in a localized portion of 

Niobrara County in Wyoming (Heidel 2010).  This area is considered to be at the 

western limit of its known distribution.  Potential threats to currently known 

populations include mining (including sand, gravel, etc.), extractive energy 

development, and invasion of exotic plant species such as yellow sweetclover 

(Melilotus officinalis).   

Information from Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Land Use Plan Amendment 

Final EIS, Chapter 3 (BLM 2015c) and Wyoming Natural Diversity Database 

(Heidel 2010) 
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USFS Sensitive Species 

Grasshopper Sparrow (Ammodramus savannarum) 

The grasshopper sparrow is generally associated with taller structural habitats than 

those typically associated with shortgrass prairie.  However, because sightings have 

been documented in or near black-tailed prairie dog colonies, in other shortgrass 

habitats, and in reclaimed mine lands within the Action Area, this species is 

included in the analyses. 

Distribution 

The grasshopper sparrow has a widespread distribution throughout most of the 

Americas, but it often breeds locally and is considered rare to uncommon in much 

of its range (Vickery 1996).  The main breeding population is in the Great Plains, 

from North Dakota south to northern Texas, and east to Illinois (Johnson et al. 

1998).  Additional breeding populations occur along the southern edge of many 

Canadian provinces, eastern Washington, northern Oregon, south-central Idaho, 

northeastern Nevada, northern Utah, eastern and southwestern Wyoming, much of 

Montana, along the California coast, the western edge of the Sierra Nevada, and in 

northwestern Baja California (where they are resident) (NatureServe Explorer 

Online 2015i, Vickery 1996).  Non-breeding populations occur in central 

California, southern Arizona, southern New Mexico, Texas, central Missouri, 

Tennessee, and North Carolina south through Mexico and Central America to 

northern Costa Rica and in the Bahamas and Cuba (Vickery 1996, American 

Ornithologist’s Union 1998).  The grasshopper sparrow is a regular breeder in 

northeast Wyoming, with evidence of nesting reported across the state except for 

the northwestern and south-central portions (Orabona et al. 2012).  It is a less 

frequent breeder in southeast Montana (Montana Field Guide Online 2016t).   

Habitat Associations and Threats 

The grasshopper sparrow is found in a broad array of open grassland types, but it is 

notably area-sensitive, preferring large grassland patches greater than 8 hectares in 

size (Samson 1980, Herkert 1994, Vickery et al. 2000, Helzer 1996).  Within open 

grasslands of suitable patch size, grasshopper sparrows prefer grasslands habitats of 

intermediate height (approximately 30 centimeters) with clumped vegetation 

interspersed with patchy bare ground and sparse shrub cover (Bent 1968, Vickery 

1996, Dechant et al. 2001).  In arid grasslands of the west and southwest, they 

occupy lusher areas with small amounts (less than 35%) of shrub or tall forbs.  

Besides native prairie, breeding habitat also includes pasture, hayland, Conservation 

Reserve Program fields, airports, and reclaimed surface mines (Whitmore 1980, 

Vickery 1996, Dechant et al. 2001). 
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In USFS Region 2, grasshopper sparrows are found in Wyoming in basin-prairie 

shrublands, eastern Great Plains grasslands, wet-moist meadow grasslands, and 

agricultural areas (Orabona et al. 2001).  Grasshopper sparrows avoid habitats 

where vegetation is less than 10 centimeters (Wiens 1973) and appear to prefer 

grass heights of approximately 30 centimeters and mean grass cover values of 

greater than 50 percent.  They are also more likely to utilize patches with larger 

core areas and less edge (i.e., circular patches) (Helzer and Jelinski 1999 in Slater 

2004).  Grasshopper sparrows require some areas of bare ground for foraging, but it 

is unclear how much is desirable; most empirical studies suggest a range of 2 to 34 

percent.  Grasshopper sparrows require some taller vegetation such as tall grasses, 

forbs, or scattered shrubs to use as singing perches during territory establishment 

and for defense.  However, they avoid habitats where shrub cover exceeds 35 

percent (Smith 1968, Bock and Webb 1984).  Scattered trees provide acceptable 

habitat and are used as song perches (Johnsgard 1979). 

Within the states of USFS Region 2, which represent the core of this species’ 

breeding range, grasshopper sparrow populations have exhibited long-term 

declines.  Today the greatest threats to the grassland avifauna in Region 2, including 

the grasshopper sparrow, continue to be habitat loss, habitat fragmentation, and 

habitat degradation from grazing and fire regimes that often fail to replicate the 

natural dynamics under which these species and their habitats evolved (Samson and 

Knopf 1994, Vickery et al. 2000).  In the arid, short-stature grassland communities 

of Region 2, frequent disturbances negatively affect sparrow habitat.  Specific 

threats to grasshopper sparrow habitat and its populations are urban development 

and conversion of grasslands to cropland, and overgrazing in mixed- and shortgrass 

prairies.   

Information from Appendix M (in BLM 2015c) supplemented from Montana 

Field Guide Online (2016t), NatureServe Explorer Online (2015i), and 

Orabona et al. (2012) 

3.2.2.3 USFS Management Indicator Species (MIS) 

Management Indicator Species (MIS) are defined as “plant or animal species or habitat 

components selected in a planning process used to monitor the effects of planned management 

activities on populations of wildlife and fish, including those that are social or economically 

important” (USFS 2001).  Management Indicator Species function as biological indicators for 

both species diversity and viability.  These species are monitored over time to assess the effects 

of management activities on their populations and habitat, as well as populations of other species 

with similar habitat needs (USFS 2001, 1986).  USFS Land and Resource Management Plans set 

desired conditions, outline specific habitat management objectives for MIS (and other species), 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 88 

and identify Standards and Guidelines used to direct the management, protection, and use of 

National Forest System lands.  

National Forest System lands within the Ashland Ranger District of the Custer Gallatin National 

Forest (USFS Region 1) are divided into eight management areas, six of which overlap the 

periphery of the Action Area: B, D, F, G, J, and P.  However, the majority of the overlap is 

dominated by three management areas: B (grazing), D (wildlife), and G (timber).  Region 1 

refers to MIS as “habitat indicator species” and “key wildlife species.”  Such species are 

identified by, and associated with, major biological communities such as timber, riparian, 

shrublands, etc. across the Forest rather than assigned specifically to individual management 

areas.  Habitat indicator species and key wildlife species relevant to the two ecosystems 

addressed in the Action Area include the Brewer’s sparrow (Evergreen Shrubs: Sagebrush) and 

plains sharp-tailed grouse (Tympanuchus phasianellus jamesi) (Prairie Grasslands) (USFS 1986).  

The Brewer’s sparrow is covered under the Conservation Strategy for the Action Area, and is 

discussed in detail in Section 3.2.1.1.  A brief summary for the plains sharp-tailed grouse is 

provided below.  Additional life history details are available in one or more of the resources 

listed under Section 3.2.2.2. 

The TBNG (USFS Region 2) is broken into six geographic areas for management purposes: 

Broken Hills, Cellars Rosecrans, Fairview Clareton, Hilight Bill, Spring Creek, and Upton Osage 

(USFS 2001).  Three species are designated as MIS on the TBNG: the sage-grouse, plains sharp-

tailed grouse, and black-tailed prairie dog.  The sage-grouse is an MIS species for all six 

geographic areas within the TBNG, and the black-tailed prairie dog is considered an MIS for the 

Broken Hills and Cellars Rosecrans geographic areas.  Both species are covered under the 

Conservation Strategy and were discussed at length in Section 3.2.1.1 and Section 3.2.1.2, 

respectively.  The plains sharp-tailed grouse is an MIS in the Spring Creek and Upton Osage 

geographic areas; a brief summary description for sharp-tailed grouse also is presented below.  

None of the six other species covered under the Conservation Strategy are classified as MIS 

species by the USFS in Region 2.   

As described for the above sensitive species, all MIS species for the Ranger Districts in Region 1 

and Region 2 that overlap the Action Area were reviewed to determine which were likely to be 

present based on the two ecosystems addressed in this analysis: sagebrush steppe and shortgrass 

prairie (Appendix 1, Table 5 and Table 6).  Although species not associated with these two 

communities may periodically occur in the Action Area, they are not reliant on sagebrush steppe 

or shortgrass prairie habitats for their primary habitat needs.  Therefore, no impacts are expected 

for such species and they were not carried forward in the analyses (Appendix 1, Table 6).   

Plains Sharp-tailed Grouse 

The plains sharp-tailed grouse is one of seven currently recognized subspecies (Connelly et al. 

1998).  This native prairie grouse of the Great Plains is found in subclimax brush-grassland 
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communities east of the Rocky Mountains (WGFD 2011).  It is a resident locally from Alaska 

and Yukon east to western Quebec, south to eastern Washington, eastern Oregon, southern 

Idaho, Utah, Colorado, northeastern New Mexico (at least formerly), Nebraska, eastern South 

Dakota, eastern North Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin, northern Michigan; formerly south to 

southern Oregon, northeastern California, northeastern Nevada, western Kansas, southern Iowa, 

northern Illinois, and probably northern Texas (American Ornithologist’s Union 1983 in 

NatureServe Explorer Online 2015j, Connelly et al. 1998).  This subspecies occurs in the eastern 

and northern parts of Wyoming and across all but western Montana (NatureServe Explorer 

Online 2015j, Montana Field Guide Online 2015h).   

Plains sharp-tailed grouse are generally associated with native grasslands comprised of 

wheatgrasses, needlegrasses, grama grass, and bluestem with some shrubby areas and brush-

filled coulees used as roosting cover and winter habitat.  In Montana, they prefer grasslands 

inter-mixed with stands of trees and shrubs, in particular fragrant sumac (Rhus aromatic) and 

riparian hardwood draws (Montana Field Guide Online 2015h, Tesky 1994).  When populations 

are high, they spread into islands of native grassland, often along drainages surrounded by grain 

fields.  However, they only persist in native bunchgrass-shrub stands (Montana Field Guide 

Online 2015h).  In Wyoming, this species also is well adapted to agricultural areas, and is known 

to perch in and forage under treed habitats with open understories (WGFD 2011). 

As with other prairie grouse, the plains sharp-tailed grouse breeds on dancing grounds (leks).  

Although fidelity to specific dancing grounds is not as strong as for sage-grouse leks, sharp-

tailed grouse do tend to use the same areas year after year.  Leks are usually located on benches, 

ridges, or slightly elevated valley areas (WGFD 2011).  Most occur in open areas with low, 

sparse vegetation (playas, ridge tops, sparse sagebrush, prairie dog colonies, or burned areas) that 

allow good visibility and unrestricted movement (Tesky 1994).  They often are surrounded by 

dense stands of residual vegetation or shrubs for escape cover.  

The following indented excerpts (direct quotes and paraphrases) are from Appendix M 

(Biological Evaluation) of The Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Approved Land Use Plan 

Amendment and Final Environmental Impact Statement (BLM 2015c). 

Distribution 

On the TBNG, sharp-tailed grouse are MIS in only two geographic areas, the Spring 

Creek Geographic Area and the Upton/Osage Geographic Area.  These two areas 

are also the only areas where sharp-tailed grouse are known to reliably occur on the 

TBNG.  Other sightings have been reported, but no sharp-tailed grouse populations 

have been found within the remaining four geographic areas. 
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Habitat Associations and Threats 

The plains sharp-tailed grouse was selected as a management indicator species on 

the TBNG for the biological community most often found in grasslands with a 

diversity of structural stages, including an abundance of high structure grasslands. 

Quality nesting cover on mixed grasslands occurs where mid- or tall-grass species 

are dominant and ungrazed or lightly grazed cover has accumulated over a few 

years.  On less productive mixed-grass prairies that receive an average of 14 to 16 

inches of precipitation, quality nesting cover is typically found less on upland sites 

and more in the taller and denser cover patches in run-in sites (clumps of tall 

vegetation surrounded by shorter species types or vegetation ) and along drainages 

become more important for nesting.  Where long-term grazing has reduced the 

composition of mid- or tall-grass species, quality nesting cover is sometimes 

unavailable regardless of the grazing intensity.  Interspersed shrubs and shrub 

communities also contribute to habitat suitability for this species and many other 

wildlife species.  Sagebrush and other shrubs provide winter shelter and can provide 

additional foraging areas.  Individual patch sizes of quality nesting cover across 

pastures or range sites should be at least 160 acres in size. 

On the TBNG, sharp-tailed grouse habitat overlaps sage-grouse habitat.  Sharp-

tailed grouse are found most prominently in the northern portions of the unit that 

are periodically rested from annual livestock grazing or grazed at light intensities. 

Population Status and Trend 

Sharp-tailed grouse do not receive consistent annual monitoring by other agencies, 

and they are primarily monitored by the USFS on the TBNG.  The TBNG 

population has shown an overall increasing population trend over the last 10 years 

(Figure 9).  It should be noted that, due to concerns about the noticeable decline in 

lek attendance after the 2007 survey season, additional monitoring was 

implemented.  From 2007 to 2012, the population trend was predominantly 

increasing.  In 2013 the population dropped noticeably.  At the time, it was unclear 

whether this was a change in the population trend or a 1-year event similar to those 

that occurred in 2007 and 2011.  Preliminary results from 2015 monitoring results 

indicate higher populations. 

3.2.2.4   Birds of Conservation Concern  

The Service has identified species, subspecies, and populations of migratory and non-migratory 

birds (i.e., Birds of Conservation Concern) that “without additional conservation actions, are 

likely to become candidates for listing under the ESA” (Service 2008a).  These species represent 

the Service’s highest conservation priorities beyond those species already designated as federal 

threatened, endangered, or proposed species.  The purpose of identifying these species is to 
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Figure 9.  Total male sharp-tailed grouse observed on TBNG surface from 2003 through 

2013. 

 
 Source: BLM 2015c, Appendix M 

 

 

 “stimulate coordinated and proactive conservation actions among Federal, State, Tribal, and 

private partners.”  The conservation concerns may be related to population declines, small range 

or population sizes due to natural or human-caused factors, threats to habitat, or other factors. 

As noted previously, the Action Area is primarily (91%) within BCR 17 (Badlands and Prairies) 

of the United States (Service 2008a).  Furthermore, because the Conservation Strategy targets 

only species associated with sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats, additional species 

in the two outlier BCRs (BCR 10 and BCR 16) are not likely to be impacted by the 

implementation of Conservation Measures.  Therefore, in keeping with analyses for other species 

of concern, only those species in BCR 17 that are associated with these two ecosystems are 

addressed in this document.  The complete list of birds of conservation concern in this region is 

provided in Appendix 1, Table 7.  Seventeen (17) of the 28 species have been documented or 

potentially could occur in sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie habitats within the Action Area.  

Information regarding those 17 species is provided in Section 3.2.2.2 or Section 3.2.2.6.    

3.2.2.5 Wyoming and Montana Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

Along with federal species of concern, all 50 states have developed their own SWAPs intended 

to facilitate collaborative conservation of At-risk species across state borders.  These plans target 

SGCN within each state.  Such species have a conservation status that warrants focused 

conservation efforts such as increased management attention and funding, as well as 

consideration in conservation, land use, and development planning (MFWP 2015, WGFD 2010).   
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According to the Wyoming SWAP (WGFD 2010), more than 800 species of wildlife occur in the 

state; plants and terrestrial invertebrates other than crustaceans and mollusks do not fall within 

WGFD jurisdiction.  Of those 800 plus, over 229 wildlife species across the state are designated 

as SGCN, including 80 birds, 51 mammals, 28 fish, 24 reptiles, 9 amphibians, and more than 37 

invertebrates (8 plus crustaceans and 29 plus mollusks) (WGFD 2016).  Eighteen (18) of the 229 

plus SGCN are considered Tier I species (Appendix 1, Table 8), which indicates the highest 

priority.  All seven avian species covered by the Conservation Strategy are considered as SGCN 

in Wyoming, with two of the seven classified as Tier 1 species and the remainder as Tier II 

(moderate priority) (Appendix 1, Table 8).  The black-tailed prairie dog also is considered as a 

Tier II SGCN in Wyoming (WGFD 2016).   

The Montana SWAP (MFWP 2015) notes that 528 vertebrate species have been documented in 

Montana, of which 485 are native.  Many more avian species considered as accidental or rare 

visitors to the state are not included in these totals.  As in Wyoming, the Montana SGCN list 

does not include aquatic or terrestrial invertebrates other than crayfish and mussels, which fall 

under MFWP jurisdiction and management.  The Montana SWAP (MFWP 2015) classifies 127 

vertebrate wildlife species as SGCN, including 66 birds, 23 mammals, 23 fish, 8 reptiles, 6 

amphibians, and 1 mussel.  Eleven (11) of the 127 SGCN have a state ranking of S1 (Appendix 

1, Table 8); species ranked as S1 or S2 are the primary focus of the Montana SWAP. 

In keeping with the analysis approach used for other species of concern within the Action Area 

and region (BLM 2015a, 2015c; WGFD 2010), this document focuses only on the highest 

priority ranking (Tier I or S1) species in each state.  This ranking is assigned to species 

considered to be critically imperiled due to extreme rarity (five or fewer occurrences or very few 

remaining individuals) or because some biological factor makes it especially vulnerable to 

extinction.  Tier I and S1 species considered in this document are listed in Appendix 1, Table 8.  

The complete lists for Wyoming and Montana are available on each state’s website, which is 

provided in the appropriate citation in Chapter 7. 

3.2.2.6 Other Wildlife 

The WGFD and MFWP manage resident wildlife populations and migratory game birds in 

Wyoming and Montana, respectively, through a variety of existing regulations and policies.  The 

Service provides regulatory oversight for all species that are listed, proposed for listing, or are 

candidates for listing under the ESA.  The Service also administers the Migratory Bird Treaty 

Act, Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act, and the Lacey Act of 1960 (16 U.S.C. §§ 3371–

3378), among others.  These federal laws protect migratory bird species such as waterfowl 

(which are hunted) and songbirds (which are not hunted), and regulate the interstate, intrastate, 

and continental trade and transportation of all wildlife, fish, and plants.  In addition, federal land 

management agencies such as the BLM and USFS are responsible for managing a wide variety 

of habitats under their jurisdiction for wildlife, fish, and plants.  Together, state and federal 
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agencies work to manage habitats and populations in a manner that provides the maximum 

benefit to the target species, as well as to all other species of concern within the Coverage Area.   

The following brief summaries describe the wide variety of wildlife and fish that occur or could 

potentially occur as seasonal or year-round residents within the Action Area, though many are 

not associated with sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie ecosystems.  Although some species 

could fall into multiple categories, or have different classifications in different states, they are 

grouped according to their Wyoming management status (Orabona et al. 2012) below, which 

encompasses the vast majority of the Action Area.  Special status species were discussed in 

Section 3.2.2.  These summaries and additional details for all species are available in the 

Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Land Use Plan Amendment Final EIS (BLM 2015c) and the 

Miles City Field Office Resource Management Plan and Final EIS (BLM 2015d), as well as 

numerous other recent documents described under the BLM and USFS Sensitive Species 

Information Summaries subheading in Section 3.2.2.2 and other sources previously identified.  

All of these resource summaries and assessments overlap the Action Area.          

Big Game and Trophy Game 

The Action Area contains year-round habitat for three main big game species: pronghorn 

(Antilocapra americana), mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), and white-tailed deer (O. 

virginianus).  Small herds of Rocky Mountain elk (Cervus canadensis) and managed bison occur 

in specific habitats not likely to be affected by Conservation Measures, with the potential 

exception of elk that use reclaimed coal mine lands.  Other big game species occur in the 

overlapping BLM and USFS administrative districts, but they are found in habitats not likely to 

be enrolled in the Conservation Strategy.   

Trophy game species that occur or could potentially occur in the Action Area, if only as 

dispersing individuals, include the gray wolf (Canis lupus), black bear (Ursus americanus), and 

mountain lion (Puma concolor).  Wolves and bears tend to be associated with forests or 

woodlands not common within the Action Area.  Mountain lions are present but rarely observed 

due to their nocturnal and secretive behaviors. 

Furbearing and Predatory or Predacious Animals 

Furbearing species associated with sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie include the American 

badger (Taxidea taxus), bobcat (Lynx rufus), and weasels (Mustela spp.).  Species such as the 

beaver (Castor canadensis), American mink (Mustela vison), and common muskrat (Ondatra 

zibethicus) also may be present in streams coursing through these habitats.   

According to Wyoming statute, some species are considered as true predators, whereas others are 

classified as ‘predacious’ due to their occasional impacts on crops or other economically 

valuable resources, or their non-native status and proclivity to be aggressive toward native 

species.  Examples of traditional predatory species include the coyote (Canis latrans), red fox 
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(Vulpes vulpes), swift fox, northern raccoon (Procyon lotor), and the striped skunk (Mephitis 

mephitis).  Economically predacious species include the jackrabbit (Lepus spp.) and North 

American porcupine (Erethizon dorsatum).  Though both species occur in the area, the white-

tailed jackrabbit (Lepus townsendii) is by far more common than the black-tailed jackrabbit (L. 

californicus).  Other predacious species such as the house sparrow (Passer domesticus) and 

European starling (Sturnus vulgaris) are not native to North America and are often quite 

aggressive toward native species.   

Small Game 

Small game species such as the cottontail rabbit (Sylvilagus spp.) may be harvested under state 

managed hunting seasons.  Some of these species also provide important prey resources for a 

wide variety of terrestrial and aerial predators.  The cottontail is the most common small game 

species in the Action Area.  Other species such as squirrels (Sciurus spp.) may occur, but are 

uncommon and more typically associated with trees found in residential subdivisions or the 

Black Hills.  These settings and locations will not be impacted by implementing Conservation 

Measures within the Action Area.  

Game Birds 

A variety of native and non-native gamebirds reside in the Action Area to varying degrees.  Most 

of these species can be hunted, though seasons and bag limits vary widely among species.  

Grouse species documented within the Action Area include the sage-grouse, plains sharp-tailed 

grouse, wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo), and ruffed grouse (Bonasa umbellus), though the 

latter species is tied to forested habitats not targeted by Conservation Measures.  Similar non-

native species known to occur within the Action Area include the ring-necked pheasant 

(Phasianus colchicus) and gray partridge (Perdix perdix).   

Migratory game birds include waterfowl (ducks and geese), certain marshland birds, the 

mourning dove (Zenaida macroura), and the sandhill crane (Grus canadensis).  The mourning 

dove and numerous species of waterfowl are common seasonal residents in the Action Area, with 

some waterfowl species such as the Canada goose (Branta canadensis) and mallard (Anas 

platyrhynchos) remaining year-round in many areas.  A wide variety of diving and dabbling 

ducks regularly occur at reservoirs and larger ponds (including stock ponds) from spring through 

early fall each year, including the American widgeon (Anas americana), northern shoveler (A. 

clypeata), gadwall (A. strepera), and blue-winged teal (A. discors), among many others.  

Mourning doves are generally associated with treed upland or riparian habitats and agricultural 

areas.  Sandhill cranes generally are found in similar habitats as waterfowl, with use of some 

upland agricultural lands and grasslands, as well.    
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Nongame Species 

Nongame species include a wide variety of animals that are not typically hunted, with the 

exception of the black-tailed prairie dog in some areas and seasons, and the American crow 

(Corvus brachyrhynchos) throughout the state during late fall and winter.  Nongame status also 

applies to species that are protected under state or federal laws or regulations, and those of 

special conservation interest such as SGCN, neotropical migratory birds, and those federally 

listed under the ESA.  Examples of nongame species known or suspected to occur in the Action 

Area include shrews, bats, certain squirrel family species, gophers, mice, and rats.  Many 

nongame species are widely distributed across the Action Area, though population trend data and 

specific habitat requirement information are lacking for many of them.   

Migratory Birds 

Migratory birds include all non-hunted species, such as raptors, songbirds, many species of 

shorebirds, and most passerines.  Common raptors in the Action Area include the golden eagle, 

bald eagle, osprey (Pandion haliaetus), ferruginous hawk, red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), 

Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni), rough-legged hawk (Buteo lagopus), American kestrel 

(Falco sparverius), northern harrier, turkey vulture (Cathartes aura), and great horned owl 

(Bubo virginianus).  Some of these species are present only during the breeding season or as 

winter residents.  Breeding species nest in a wide variety of settings, including both natural and 

manmade structures, depending on the species.  Many nesting raptors have developed a high 

tolerance for the continuous and relatively predictable activities associated with surface coal 

mines in the PRB, with numerous species and pairs regularly and successfully nesting near and 

within view of mine operations (refer to coal mine annual wildlife reports, on file with 

Departments of Environmental Quality in Wyoming and Montana).  Regular, but less common, 

species recorded in the area include the prairie falcon (Falco mexicanus), merlin (Falco 

columbarius), short-eared owl, and burrowing owl.  Periodic sightings of the long-eared owl 

(Asio otus), barn owl (Tyto alba), peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus), and western screech-owl 

(Megascops kennicottii) also have been documented. 

The western meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta) and lark bunting (Calamospiza melanocorys) have 

consistently been the most common passerines recorded during breeding bird surveys conducted 

at surface coal mines throughout the Wyoming and Montana PRB annually or at regular intervals 

since at least the mid-1990s, with surveys dating back to the mid-1980s at some properties (refer 

to Annual Wildlife Reports for surface coal mines, on file with the Departments of 

Environmental Quality in Sheridan or Cheyenne, Wyoming and Helena, Montana).  Other 

common songbirds include the horned lark (Eremophila alpestris), vesper sparrow (Pooecetes 

gramineus), lark sparrow (Chondestes grammacus), eastern kingbird (Tyrannus tyrannus), cliff 

swallow (Petrochelidon pyrrhonota), red-winged black-bird (Agelaius phoeniceus), Say’s 

phoebe (Sayornis saya), and northern flicker (Colaptes auratus), among others. 
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The killdeer (Charadrius vociferous) is by far the most common shorebird in the area, though 

species such as the great blue heron (Ardea herodias), spotted sandpiper (Actitis macularia), and 

American avocet (Recurvirostra americana) also are seen with some regularity.  The upland 

sandpiper (Bartramia longicauda) is an upland shorebird that is often observed in the area.   

Amphibians and Reptiles 

Because of its semi-arid nature, species reliant on water resources for a major part of their life 

cycle are not common or abundant within the Action Area.  However, some species do occur 

with varying degrees of regularity in the intermittent and ephemeral drainages which dominate 

the area.  The most common amphibian in the region is the boreal chorus frog (Pseudacris 

maculata), with occasional sightings of the northern leopard frog (Lithobates pipiens), Great 

Plains toad, plains spadefoot, and tiger salamander (Ambystoma mavortium).  Reptiles 

encountered most often include the western painted turtle (Chrysemys picta bellii), eastern 

snapping turtle (Chelydra serpentina serpentina), prairie rattlesnake (Crotalus viridis), and 

bullsnake (Pituophis catenifer sayi), with other species reported with varying degrees of 

infrequency.  

Fish 

Few perennial streams exist within the Action Area, and even those present are sometimes 

reduced to extremely low flow conditions, sometimes with isolated pools strung along the 

channel.  Not surprisingly, few if any fisheries persist in that area.  Periodic fish sampling 

(minnow traps) in small native and reclaimed streams within the area have shown that the 

fathead minnow (Pimephales promelas), creek chub (Semotilus atromaculatus), green sunfish 

(Lepomis cyanellus), and common carp (Cyprinus carpio) are typically the most common species 

present. 

Invertebrates 

Although stream conditions throughout the Action Area generally do not support fisheries, they 

do support some forms of aquatic life such as invertebrates.  The most common aquatic 

macroinvertebrates are crayfish (Order Decapoda).  Other aquatic macroinvertebrates regularly 

documented over the years include damselflies (Lestidae), mayflies (Caenis spp. and Callibaetis 

spp.), amphipods (Order Amphipoda), and snails (Phsidae). 

3.3 Farm and Ranch Lands 

The Farmland Protection Act (7 U.S.C. § 4201 et seq.) requires that federal agencies minimize 

the extent to which their programs contribute to the unnecessary and irreversible conversion of 

farmland to nonagricultural uses and to assure that their programs are administered in a manner 

that, to the extent practical, will be compatible with state and local governments and private 

programs and policies to protect farmland.   



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 97 

The state of Wyoming is the 10
th

 largest state in the United States with a surface area of 

approximately 62.6 million acres, of which 48 percent is federal surface, 43 percent is privately 

owned, 6 percent is held by the state of Wyoming, and 3 percent of the state’s surface lands are 

encompassed by the Wind River Reservation (Hamerlinck et al. 2013).  Surface use of lands in 

Wyoming is dominated by ‘Grassland pasture and range’ (72%; 45.1 million acres), ‘Forest-use 

land’ (12%), ‘Urban and special use areas’ (12%), and ‘Cropland’ (4%) (Hamerlinck et al. 2013).  

Though these classes of land use are general in nature, the predominant surface use of Wyoming 

lands is related to agriculture, particularly ranching and livestock grazing. 

Land areas in the United States are further characterized by the NRCS into what have been 

termed Major Land Resource Areas (NRCS 2006).  These areas are identified on the basis of 

common physiography, geology, climate, water, soils, biological resources, and land use 

(http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/soils/survey/geo/?cid=nrcs142p2_053625).  

Major Land Resource Area 58B - Northern Rolling High Plains, Southern Part (NRCS 2006) 

encompasses most of the Action Area, particularly in Wyoming.  The vast majority of land use in 

these areas is dominated by grazing. 

3.4 Environmental Justice 

Executive Order 12898 (59 FR 7629; February 11, 1994) requires each federal agency to make 

environmental justice a part of its mission.  Environmental justice means that, to the greatest 

extent practicable and permitted by law, all communities or populations are provided the 

opportunity to comment before decisions are rendered on proposed federal actions.  Furthermore, 

the principles of environmental justice require that certain populations or communities are 

allowed to share in the benefits of, are not excluded from, and are not affected in a 

disproportionately high and adverse manner by, government programs and activities affecting 

human health or the environment. 

Agencies are to identify and address disproportionately high and adverse human health or 

environmental effects of its programs, policies, and activities on minority populations, low-

income populations, and Native American Tribes.  Environmental justice must be applied 

throughout the United States, its territories and possessions, the District of Columbia, the 

Commonwealths of Puerto Rico, and the Mariana Islands.  Environmental justice issues 

encompass a broad range of impacts covered by NEPA, including impacts on the natural or 

physical environment and related social, cultural, and economic impacts.  The primary means by 

which federal agencies attain compliance related to environmental justice is through the 

inclusion of low-income, minority, and tribal populations in the planning process and by 

translating documents into other languages when members of the affected area are not English-

speaking.  

According to the Environmental Protection Agency’s Environmental Justice Screen web 

application (https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen), the average percentage of minorities in counties 
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within the Action Area was approximately 11 percent in 2010 (last census year).  The average 

percentage of people below the poverty level was approximately 7 percent in 2010. 

As described in Section 1.9 and Appendix 3 of this EA, the Association and its partners 

conducted an extensive outreach program throughout the region to educate the public about the 

intent and conservation value of the Conservation Strategy, including identifying stakeholders 

who potentially might be affected by implementation of the Conservation Measures, including 

minorities and low-income community members.  Two tribes have lands located adjacent to the 

Action Area, though all tribes in the proximity with a potential interest in the Conservation 

Strategy were contacted for their input (Appendix 3).   

3.5 Socioeconomics 

The social and economic conditions within the approximately 13.2 million-acre Action Area are 

predominately influenced by energy extraction, natural resource-based (i.e., outdoor) recreation, 

and agricultural livestock production, in descending order.  Though both energy extraction and 

outdoor recreation greatly exceed the economic output of agriculture in Wyoming, which 

encompasses nearly all of the Action Area, the comparative use of surface lands is far exceeded 

by agriculture throughout the entire Action area.  Furthermore, the majority of Conservation 

Measures outlined in the Association’s Conservation Strategy will be implemented on 

agricultural lands, particularly ranchlands.  Therefore, we discuss the social and economic 

aspects only of the agricultural component of the Wyoming economy, as it is the leading surface 

land use on both federal and non-federal lands within the Action Area and encompasses the vast 

majority of that area.   

The economic value of livestock-related agriculture in the state of Wyoming has been 

summarized by Brandt et al. (2014): 

The value of the agricultural sector output in Wyoming annually approaches or 

exceeds $1.0 billion.  Cash receipts have exceeded that threshold in all of the last 7 

years.  In 2012, 10,800 farms and ranches were operating in Wyoming with a total 

land area of 30,200 million acres [sic; 30.2 million acres].  Wyoming ranks 11
th

 

nationally in total land in farms and ranches and 1
st
 in average size of farms and 

ranches.  The cattle industry is by far the largest component of Wyoming 

agriculture, accounting for 53 percent of all cash receipts in 2012.  Cattle also led 

the way in 2012 in terms of value of production at $637.1million.  All livestock 

production was valued at $831.3 million, up 3 percent from 2011.  Sheep and hogs 

were far behind cattle with value of production at $44.1million and $116.1million, 

respectively. 

Among all operators of farms and ranches in Wyoming, farming or ranching was the primary 

occupation of less than half of those individuals (8,963 of 19,165; 47%).  Of all farm and ranch 

operators, 13,458 (70%) had been present on the same operation for 10 or more years.  The 
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average age of farm and ranch operators surveyed for the 2012 Census of Agriculture in 

Wyoming was 56.1 years (U.S. Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics 

Service 2014).  An important note from these census results particularly relevant to the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy is that the average size of Wyoming farms and ranches is 

the largest in the nation. 

Although livestock production may be the leading use of agricultural lands in Wyoming, ranches 

also provide substantial open space that serves as wildlife habitat across the state (Taylor 2003).  

That is, the economic necessity of maintaining large operations has the result of benefiting 

numerous wildlife species, as well (Coupal et al. 2004, Taylor 2003).   

Like other states in the Rocky Mountain west, however, agricultural lands in Wyoming are at the 

greatest risk for low-density residential development consisting of homes on tracts of 1 to 40 

acres (Hulme et al. 2009).  This high risk is due to the multiple amenities such as wildlife 

habitats, availability of water, and proximity to public lands that are typically found on or 

associated with ‘prime ranch lands’ (Hulme et al. 2009, Taylor 2003). 

4.0 ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 

The analysis that follows is limited in scope to the Service’s Proposed Action, consisting of 

issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit associated with implementation of the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy, and the alternative actions described above (see Section 2.0).  As part of 

the Proposed Action, the Service would be an active partner in the Conservation Strategy and a 

signatory to its component conservation agreements.  The permit would only be issued following 

listing of one or more Covered Species under the ESA, though the Conservation Strategy and 

component agreements would be implemented immediately upon approval by the Service and 

other Cooperating Agencies.   

A tiered screening process was used to determine which elements of the affected environment to 

carry forward in the analyses of the alternatives.  Appendix 4, Components of the Affected 

Environment, provides the rationale, or first tier of this analysis, for the decision to further 

consider each component of the affected environment.  Those components determined unlikely 

to be adversely affected or impacted are excluded from further consideration in these analyses, 

except for the required analysis of Environmental Justice.  This approach is consistent with ESA 

and NEPA analyses conducted for other federal actions in the Action Area and elsewhere in the 

region including, but not limited to, the following examples: 

● Environmental Assessment for the Black-footed Ferret Wyoming Statewide 10(j) Rule 

(Service 2015b);  

● Appendix M (Biological Evaluation) in The Wyoming Greater Sage-grouse Approved 

Land Use Plan Amendment and Final Environmental Impact Statement (BLM 2015c); 
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● Miles City Field Office Approved Resource Management Plan and Final Environmental 

Impact Statement (PRMP/FEIS) (BLM 2015d); 

● Greater Sage-Grouse Umbrella CCAA for Wyoming Ranch Management (Service 2013b) 

and companion CCA for federal lands (BLM 2014b); and 

● Finding of No Significant Impact and Final Environmental Assessment for the Black-

footed Ferret Programmatic Safe Harbor Agreement (Service 2013d).   

All three alternatives considered in the analyses are intended to achieve a net conservation 

benefit; i.e., benefits gained from implementing measures that contribute to the conservation or 

recovery of the Covered Species would outweigh any take of those species or their habitats.  

Nevertheless, components of the human environment that may be adversely affected or impacted 

by the alternatives are analyzed below, and are limited to the following:   

● Covered Species; 

● Endangered, Threatened, Proposed, and Candidate Species; 

● Sensitive Species and other Vertebrate Species of Concern; 

● Farm and Ranch Lands; 

● Environmental Justice (analysis required); and 

● Socioeconomics. 

No other resources are expected to be negatively impacted by the Proposed Action (Appendix 4).  

Consideration of resource impacts presented below, including those affecting endangered, 

threatened, proposed, and candidate species, is intended to comply with requirements for 

analyses under the ESA, which differ from those required under the NEPA.  In the case of ESA 

analyses, the Service is required to assess the effects of federal actions at the level of individuals 

within a population unit.  In contrast, the unit of analysis under NEPA is most frequently the net 

impact of an action determined at the level of local populations (i.e., the likelihood of 

population-level impacts that may lead to a listing decision for an At-risk species).  As noted, all 

of the alternatives considered herein are expected to achieve net conservation benefit (see 

Section 5.0 Cumulative Effects, below).  Under the ESA, even temporary disturbance that may 

lead to the take (including harm or harassment) of individuals must be acknowledged, even in the 

context of achieving substantial net conservation benefit overall. 

Due to its geographic location, the continued development of energy resources within the Action 

Area is entirely foreseeable.  The extent of the development of those resources will not be 

affected by a decision to implement (or a decision not to implement) the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy and component agreements or the alternative actions considered herein, 

including the potential issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit, should a Covered Species be 

listed under the ESA in the future.  That is, the extent of energy development in the Action Area 

will not differ among the alternatives considered here.  Furthermore, participation by energy 
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producers in the Conservation Strategy is entirely voluntary and wholly independent of any 

future acquisition of mineral leases or permits related to energy development within this area.  

Future actions related to the acquisition and development of the mineral estate are, and will 

continue to be, subject to their own respective environmental analyses and decision processes to 

be conducted by the appropriate federal land management agencies.   

Therefore, consistent with the Service’s Policy for the Evaluation of Conservation Efforts (68 FR 

15100; March 28, 2003), analyses under the alternative actions presented in this EA will be 

limited to assessment of the efficacy of Conservation Measures to attain the desired conservation 

benefit and the certainty that such measures will be implemented through the Conservation 

Strategy, as well as consideration of the resultant impacts of implementing the various alternative 

actions on other elements of the human environment considered below.  For ease of 

interpretation, impact analyses for species analyzed in this EA are grouped within their 

respective habitat assemblages; that is, by sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie assemblages, 

where applicable. 

4.1 Covered Species 

4.1.1 Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage 

The Service (2010b), BLM (2015c, 2015d) and USFS (Appendix M in BLM 2015c) have 

identified the following common threats (among others) to sagebrush steppe habitats which 

support the four Covered Species in this assemblage (sage-grouse, sagebrush sparrow, Brewer’s 

sparrow, and sage thrasher), as well as numerous other species associated with or dependent 

upon sagebrush steppe communities (in no assigned order): 

● Habitat loss, fragmentation, or degradation; 

o Conversion of native habitat to agriculture or residential/urban uses 

o Conversion of shrubland to grassland 

o Conifer encroachment 

o Improper or altered livestock management (grazing) practices 

o Post-disturbance cheatgrass invasion/invasion of exotic species  

o Altered fire regimes due to suppression or in response to invasive exotic plants 

o Habitat fragmentation disrupting connectivity 

● Energy development and associated infrastructure; 

● Impacts from improper type, timing, or location of recreational use for the area; and 

● Impacts of noise pollution and West Nile Virus.   

4.1.2 Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage 

The BLM and USFS also identified threats to shortgrass prairie species in their recent land 

planning analyses (BLM 2015c [including USFS Appendix M]).  As with sagebrush steppe 

species, various impacts to habitat were listed as primary threats affecting shortgrass prairie 
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species, including the four covered under the Conservation Strategy: black-tailed prairie dog, 

mountain plover, burrowing owl, and ferruginous hawk.  Specifically, threats to shortgrass 

prairie species within the Action Area include, among others: 

● Habitat loss, fragmentation, or degradation;  

o Conversion of native habitat to agriculture or residential/urban uses 

o Improper or altered livestock management (grazing) practices 

o Altered fire regimes due to suppression or in response to invasive exotic plants 

o Invasion of exotic species 

● Losses or impacts (e.g., pesticides) on wintering grounds; 

● Energy development and associated infrastructure;  

● Impacts from improper type, timing, or location of recreational use for the area; and 

● Disease, eradication efforts, and recreational shooting of black-tailed prairie dogs (prey 

source and habitat host for other species). 

4.1.3 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action alternative, the Service would not issue additional Section 10(a)(1)(A) 

permits associated with CCAAs for species other than sage-grouse, nor would the Conservation 

Strategy and component agreements be implemented.  Instead, conservation mechanisms already 

in place, such as existing conservation agreements, federal land management agency sensitive 

species policies, and state statutes, directives, or policies to achieve the conservation of At-risk 

species would comprise the sum of conservation effort in the Action Area.  These existing 

mechanisms focus predominately on sage-grouse conservation, though other sagebrush steppe 

species also are likely to benefit.  Likely outcomes or related considerations under this 

alternative would include the following: 

● Conservation effort would occur on a site-specific basis, depending on the interest of 

individual property owners, rather than as a coordinated approach within an association 

of property owners in areas where conservation benefit could be prioritized and 

maximized; 

● Funding of Conservation Measures would be dependent upon the resources of the 

individual property owner and their participation in existing agency programs (e.g., 

NRCS Sage Grouse Initiative).  This may preclude implementation of costly measures of 

distinct conservation value such as fence removal, road obliteration, or removal and 

replacement of vertical structures such as windmills; and 

● Conservation benefit would primarily accrue in sagebrush habitats and apply to sage-

grouse.  Periodic monitoring would be restricted to implementation and assessment of 

sage-grouse use. 
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Existing adverse impacts to some Covered Species in sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie 

habitats within the Action Area would continue due to ongoing activities (disturbance and 

conservation) and implementation of approved future activities.  Routine livestock grazing and 

ranching activities are currently the predominant land uses within the Action Area, though other 

activities such as energy development, farming, and residential development, among others, also 

occur.  Under the No Action alternative, these land uses, and their supporting infrastructure and 

operations, would continue.  Although participation in existing conservation programs for sage-

grouse also would likely continue, it is unlikely that the full suite of Conservation Measures 

would be implemented, especially for shortgrass prairie species and their habitats. 

Participation in existing conservation programs or agreements is intended to achieve net 

conservation benefit for sage-grouse and sagebrush habitats, despite anticipated small losses of 

individuals due to incidental take.  This approach is considered adequate to meet the current 

CCAA standard of providing benefit from Conservation Measures that, when combined with 

actions implemented on other necessary properties, would preclude or remove the need to list the 

affected species under the ESA.  Note that the Service finalized a revised policy for this CCAA 

standard on December 27, 2016 (effective date March 21, 2017) that requires a net conservation 

benefit to Covered Species specifically on Enrolled Property and eliminates the reference to 

“other necessary properties.”  The Conservation Strategy’s goals and commitments also meet the 

newly finalized CCAA standard.  

Under the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA, risk of incidental take for sage-

grouse was estimated by evaluating the potential exposure and likely response of individual birds 

to activities related to ranch-management (Service 2014a).  Estimates of exposure were formed 

by calculating density based on an estimated statewide population of approximately 208,000 

sage-grouse in Wyoming (75 FR 13910 in Service 2014a).  The estimate of anticipated take was 

then based on the likelihood of sage-grouse injury or mortality with respect to bird density and 

the likelihood of particular management activities.  Additional details regarding the calculation 

of anticipated take of sage-grouse may be found in the Service’s Conference Opinion for the 

Wyoming Greater Sage-Grouse Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (Service 

2014c). 

Although it was not possible to predict future enrollment in the Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA, the Service estimated that application of this agreement would result in the 

incidental take of five (5) sage-grouse per 1,000 enrolled acres over a 20-year period (Service 

2014a).  This estimate of incidental take was based on: 

● The total of 17.2 million acres of private lands in Wyoming that would be suitable for 

enrollment in the CCAA over the 20-year life of the agreement; 

● The percentage (90%) of this land base engaged in ranch and agricultural production;  

● An estimated 1.7 million acres of these lands that would be impacted by habitat 
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fragmentation, new infrastructure, vegetation management, and restoration activities 

during the 20-year life of the agreement; and 

● An estimated 10.3 million acres of private lands with some form of fencing or exclosures 

on them. 

In providing for the incidental take of individual birds, the Service has acknowledged that 

implementation of the statewide approach nonetheless meets the CCAA standard (including the 

newly finalized policy) of achieving net conservation benefit for the sage-grouse overall due to 

the de minimus impacts of proper livestock grazing and value added due to implementation of 

Conservation Measures, among other reasons.  As of August 17, 2016, eight CCAAs and six 

CCAs have been completed within the Action Area under the Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA and companion CCA program.  This represents a total of approximately 

122,309 non-contiguous acres (62,449 acres of private and state lands, and 59,860 acres of BLM 

lands, respectively) (P. Hope, Service, personal communication).  As noted, additional acres in 

the Action Area and elsewhere throughout the state are eligible for this and other habitat 

enhancement programs.   

Federal land managers also recently updated their respective Land or Resource Management 

Plans, all of which contain recommendations for protective measures to conserve sage-grouse 

and sagebrush habitats.  Existing federal and state land and species management policies and 

statutes, permit and lease stipulations, and voluntary measures such as other existing 

conservation agreements or efforts may provide some conservation value for sagebrush steppe 

and/or shortgrass prairie species, though most targeted conservation efforts currently focus on 

sage-grouse.  Furthermore, particularly with respect to federal and state designated sensitive 

species or other species of special concern, existing policies are intended largely to minimize 

negative impacts as opposed to achieving conservation benefit.   

Therefore, the Service anticipates that implementation of a No Action alternative may adversely 

impact individuals, but is not likely to contribute to a loss of viability for the eight Covered 

Species within the Action Area, nor cause a trend toward federal listing for those species.  

Furthermore, due to multiple existing conservation mechanisms targeting sage-grouse, the No 

Action alternative may result in beneficial impacts to covered sagebrush steppe species in the 

area.   

4.1.4 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

The Conservation Measures (Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 of this EA) to be implemented under 

the Conservation Strategy’s conservation agreements were developed to ensure consistency with 

the Service’s (2013b) Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA 

(BLM 2014b) for sage-grouse, the sage-grouse core area strategies authorized by the Governors 

of Wyoming (WY-EO-2015-4) and Montana (MT-EO-12-2015), and the COT Report (Service 

2013a).  Although these existing efforts focus on sage-grouse, they also benefit other sagebrush 
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steppe species that rely on shrubland habitats.  Because the sage-grouse serves as an umbrella 

surrogate for other shrubland species, certain details specific to sage-grouse in the following 

discussion apply to other sagebrush steppe species, as well.  

As described under Section 2.2, both the Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit and the Conservation 

Strategy are intended to provide incentives for Association members to voluntarily implement 

measures to conserve and enhance habitats for the covered At-risk species.  Like Wyoming’s 

statewide approach for sage-grouse, the Conservation Strategy allows for flexibility in selection 

of the Conservation Measures to be implemented by a Participant.  Conservation is incentivized 

by the granting of regulatory Assurances or a high degree of certainty relative to future 

requirements or restrictions, consistent with the Service’s CCAA policy (64 FR 32726) and 

current guidance regarding conservation of species across areas with interspersed federal and 

non-federal lands (Service 2008b), respectively.  In contrast to the Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA and companion CCA, the value of Conservation Measures under the 

Conservation Strategy is weighted so as to incentivize the selection of those measures most 

likely to provide durable conservation benefit to the covered ecosystems and species 

(Conservation Strategy, Appendices C, D, and E; http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-

library).    

To maximize conservation benefits for Covered Species, particularly sage-grouse and the other 

Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage species, the Association began proactively implementing the 

Conservation Strategy well in advance of finalizing the process and the potential issuance of a 

permit.  For example, the Association and its partners proactively expended over $3.7 million 

from 1999 to 2016 to address threats to Covered Species, including those communicated in the 

COT Report (Service 2013a) for sage-grouse; these actions also benefitted other sagebrush 

steppe species.  The Association has proposed to implement the following approaches, among 

others, to maximize these conservation benefits: 

● The Conservation Strategy is intended to achieve durable conservation benefit for eight 

Covered Species within two distinct ecosystems (Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 of this 

EA), in contrast to those programs or alternatives intended to benefit just the sage-grouse;  

 

● Conservation effort is intended to be strategically placed within the Action Area where it 

most likely to achieve durable conservation benefit (i.e., in Conservation Priority Areas).  

That is, conservation effort associated with an Enrolled Property may be placed either on 

the property itself or elsewhere within the Action Area, including across jurisdictions or 

ownerships, to maximize the efficiency of the effort and likelihood of long-term 

conservation benefits (Conservation Strategy, Appendix E; 

http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library).  The ability to strategically place this 

sort of effort is likely to enhance conservation benefit that otherwise might not occur; 

● The financial strength of the Association, in concert with other regional funding 
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programs, provides greater certainty of implementation of some Conservation Measures 

(e.g., replacement of windmills by solar pumps to eliminate vertical structure within 

sagebrush steppe habitats) that might not otherwise be selected by any one individual 

property owner.  Similarly, that financial strength provides greater certainty that 

Conservation Measures will be implemented, and that consistent monitoring of both 

efforts and results will occur; 

● In terms of efficacy and certainty, participation by a group of individuals (i.e., the 

Association) engaged in the same primary land use, range management, within the Action 

Area should provide greater confidence in the ability to achieve durable conservation 

benefit; and 

● At present, prospective enrollment by Association members includes approximately 1.2 

million non-contiguous acres within the Action Area, compared to the approximately 

122,309 non-contiguous acres currently enrolled in that area under the Wyoming 

Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA program (62,449 acres of 

private and state lands, and 59,860 acres of BLM lands in eight CCAAs and six CCAs, 

respectively) (P. Hope, Service, personal communication, August 17, 2016). 

 

Conservation Measures have been structured relative to the Service’s (2010a) listing factors for 

the sage-grouse and threats relevant to the eight At-risk species covered in the Conservation 

Strategy.  Each Conservation Measure is categorized as to the threat addressed and relevance 

with respect to species.  In each case, the application of the Conservation Measure and the 

expectations for implementation are described in detail, including monitoring and reporting 

requirements.  For example, among the more commonly recognized Conservation Measures 

relevant to habitat fragmentation, the Conservation Strategy includes the following: 

In sagebrush steppe (Appendix 7 of this EA): 

Fences 

A9 Sage-grouse Threat:  Fences cause habitat fragmentation and provide potential travel 

corridors for predators.  Also, research has shown that sage-grouse can fly into poorly located 

fences causing direct injury or mortality.  Additionally, wooden fence posts provide potential 

perch sites from which raptors can hunt for sage-grouse. 

 

A9 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure A: Selectively remove fences near sage-grouse leks 

and in Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat to decrease fragmentation [1 point per 1/4 mile, 

maximum of 3 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

● Identify and map sage-grouse leks and Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

● Map existing fences 

● Indicate fences that will be removed 
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● Commit to remove identified fences 

● Baseline photo points with GPS locations: 1 per 1/4 mile 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

● Report amount of fence removed to the Association by December 31 

● Photograph area of removed fence; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association 

within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

● Association staff will visit site to verify fence status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

● Association staff will visit site at least once every 5 years to verify status of fence 

removal 

A9 Sage-grouse Benefits:  These measures will reduce habitat fragmentation and the risk of 

direct mortality from fence collisions, from predators using the fence lines as travel corridors, 

and/or from raptors using the fences as perch sites to hunt sage-grouse.  These measures will 

provide the potential for increased survival rates of the sage-grouse population. 

 

In shortgrass prairie (Appendix 8 of this EA): 

Fragmentation: General 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Habitat destruction can create shortgrass species 

fragmentation and inhibit shortgrass species use and prairie dog movement between 

undisturbed areas.  Shortgrass species will abandon use of destroyed or fragmented habitat 

and nesting and brood-rearing success is reduced or eliminated. 

 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Map and protect active prairie dog 

colonies [3 points for each 80 acres of active prairie dog colonies, maximum of 6 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

● Map active prairie dog colony boundaries 

● Indicate estimated level of current use by prairie dogs 

● Identify and commit to implement protection measures which may include restricting 

fragmentation, modifying grazing, and redistributing nearby attractants, etc. 

● Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 80 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

● Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of 

taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

● Report prairie dog use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

● Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify protection 

measures 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Protecting existing habitat or restoring habitat functionality 

maintains and potentially increases nesting and brood-rearing success and prairie dog 
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colonization.  This increases the likelihood that shortgrass species will use the habitat blocks 

and maintains or improves the potential for nesting and brood-rearing success and/or prairie 

dog colonization. 

 

With respect to both sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie Conservation Measures, assessment 

of threats is substantive, expectations for implementation and monitoring are described in detail 

(Conservation Strategy, Appendices C and D; http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-

library), and the compilation of Conservation Measures is tiered to relevant regional land 

management plans.  That is, Conservation Measures have been selected based in part on regional 

expertise communicated in existing land management plans, and include monitoring and 

reporting requirements intended to measure effectiveness in addressing the specified threats.  To 

facilitate their review, the Conservation Measures communicated in the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy are attached to this EA as Appendix 7 and Appendix 8.  

The Conservation Strategy has expanded on existing conservation mechanisms to incorporate 

additional considerations consistent with efforts to address the threats communicated within the 

COT Report (Service 2013a) for sage-grouse.  These include: 

● Enhancement of on-site reclamation related to energy development and the 

implementation of off-property Conservation Measures in addition to enhanced 

reclamation;  

● Restoration of burned areas consisting of rapid post-burn treatment of cheatgrass and 

native species restoration; 

● Range management to retain residual herbaceous understory (high-structure herbaceous 

cover) to enhance nesting cover for sage-grouse;  

● Systematic removal or replacement of infrastructure (e.g., transition from windmills to 

solar pumps; fence removal/marking, road obliteration); 

● Consideration for small or isolated populations of sage-grouse by systematic monitoring 

of populations, cooperative research, and high-resolution habitat mapping; 

● Aggressive treatment and re-treatment, where necessary, of noxious weeds and non-

native invasive species, and the re-establishment of native vegetation;  

● Managing seasonal recreational access on private lands (e.g., managing roads and 

access); and 

● High (6-inch) resolution aerial photography of sagebrush habitats for the purposes of 

prioritizing conservation effort, thereby minimizing clearing or conversion of sagebrush. 

The goal of the Conservation Strategy and its implementing agreements is to provide for the 

conservation of sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats and their associated species in a 
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landscape context of on-going range management, grazing, and energy extraction.  Creating an 

environment in which existing livestock/agricultural producers, extractive industries, and other 

Participants are encouraged to continue their current operations and keep landscapes intact to the 

extent possible will facilitate participation which, in turn, will enhance the effectiveness and 

long-term conservation benefits of the Conservation Strategy.  This approach offers an 

opportunity for property owners, including extractive industries, government agencies, and 

additional partners, to work together voluntarily to identify and implement Conservation 

Measures to conserve populations of Covered Species and their habitats within the Action Area. 

By working on a landscape scale, the Association seeks to maintain and enhance sustainable 

populations and associated habitats of the Covered Species in a manner that would remove the 

need to list the species as threatened or endangered.  For the sagebrush steppe species, the 

Conservation Strategy augments multiple local, statewide, and regional efforts concerning the 

sage-grouse, which serves as an umbrella species for the other three species in this habitat 

assemblage; this includes executive orders issued by the Governors of Wyoming (WY EO 2015-

4) and Montana (MT EO 12-2015).  For the shortgrass prairie species, the Conservation Strategy 

builds upon on pertinent listing decisions or species of concern documentation.  In both cases, 

the Conservation Measures contained in Conservation Strategy were developed after a thorough 

analysis involving both local and regional technical and scientific experts, and are intended to 

meet the CCAA standard (including the newly finalized policy) for the Covered Species within 

the Action Area.   

The potential for impacts to occur from existing activities and disturbances would continue under 

the Proposed Action.  Implementing Conservation Measures under the Conservation Strategy 

also may result in impact(s) to individuals.  Therefore, impacts occurring from these Covered 

Activities could result in the potential need for an incidental take permit, should any Covered 

Species be listed under the ESA in the future.  The majority of these impacts likely would be in 

the form of either harm or harassment resulting from activities such as haying and mowing, 

topsoil removal (energy related), and strikes on fences and other infrastructure.  Consequently, 

any take resulting from these Covered Activities would be incidental to otherwise lawful 

activities and in accordance with the terms of existing federal or state authorizations (e.g., mine 

permits, grazing leases, etc.) as well as the implementing agreements of the Conservation 

Strategy. 

In many cases, implementation of Conservation Measures such as fence marking will result in no 

adverse impact to the sage-grouse, or other Covered Species.  In some cases, however, 

implementation may result in temporary disturbance of habitats, such as in the case of treating 

expansive areas infested with cheatgrass or the removal of existing infrastructure.  As noted 

under Section 4.1.3, the Service concluded that implementation of certain Conservation 

Measures under the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA would be likely to 

adversely impact the sage-grouse through small levels of incidental take of individual birds; an 

estimate of five sage-grouse per 1,000 enrolled acres over a 20-year period.  Based on the 
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analysis of potential threats related to Covered Activities under the Association’s Conservation 

Strategy, and the suite of Conservation Measures identified to address those threats, the Service 

believes that most impacts to sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats and take of 

sagebrush obligate or shortgrass prairie individuals will be avoided to the extent practicable.  

However, it is likely that all impacts to habitats and individuals cannot be avoided and some 

adverse effects, including both the incidental (i.e., unintentional) take of individuals from all 

eight Covered Species and the potential direct (i.e., purposeful) take of black-tailed prairie dogs 

for specific management needs, may occur on Enrolled Property.    

Scientific data that quantify the potential effects of the Proposed Action on the eight Covered 

Species, and on individuals of each species, is limited, resulting in uncertainty in generating 

specific metrics for anticipated levels of incidental take.  Examples of such metrics include the 

number of expected mortalities of individuals, or number of habitat acres temporarily or 

permanently impacted or lost.  Therefore, estimated levels of incidental take under the Proposed 

Action are based primarily on the risk to the Covered Species from harassment, and the 

likelihood of their injury or mortality (i.e., harm).  That is, the Service estimated risk to Covered 

Species under the Proposed Action by evaluating the potential exposure and likely response of 

individuals to Covered Activities including, but not limited to, ongoing ranching and energy 

development and the implementation of Conservation Measures on Enrolled Property within the 

Action Area.  It is important to note that not all individuals of each species exposed to a 

particular disturbance will respond negatively to the extent that effects reach the level of take.  

For example, the flushing of birds during livestock management activities may occur, but may 

not affect vital rates such as reproductive success, survival, etc.  Details regarding these 

assumptions and calculations of estimated take can be found in Section 8 of the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy (http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/ document-library) and in the Service’s 

Conference Opinion for the Conservation Strategy.   

To predict the number of individuals of each Covered Species anticipated to be potentially 

impacted by incidental take through implementation of Conservation Measures or other Covered 

Activities, the Service estimated their abundance per acre (density) across the Action Area based 

on density estimates calculated for the Wyoming portion of BCR 17 (White et al. 2015), which 

encompasses the vast majority of the Action Area, as well as assumptions used to estimate 

exposure rates and incidental take for each species.  The estimate of incidental take for each 

species was then based on the likelihood of injury or mortality with respect to bird density and 

the likelihood of particular Covered Activities being implemented.  Refer to Section 8 of the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy and the Service’s Conference Opinion for the Conservation 

Strategy for additional details regarding assumptions and calculations for estimated take. 

Under the Proposed Action, estimates of incidental take for the eight Covered Species across the 

Action Area under full participation in the Association’s Conservation Strategy was anticipated 

as shown in the following bullets.  As noted, these estimates are based on the Service’s 

assessment of the potential risks and impacts to Covered Species, in the form of harm or 
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harassment, from implementing Covered Activities on Enrolled Property with the Action Area in 

any given 5-year period within the renewable 30-year term of the Conservation Strategy and 

Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit. 

● Estimated incidental take of sage-grouse is 30 birds, an average of 6 birds per year.  This 

annual average equates to approximately 0.1 percent of the estimated 5,750 birds within 

the Action Area;  

● Estimated incidental take of sagebrush sparrows is 5 birds, an average of 1 bird per year.  

This annual average equates to approximately 0.05 percent of the estimated 2,000 birds 

within the Action Area; 

● Estimated incidental take of Brewer’s sparrows is 2,800 birds, an average of 560 birds 

per year.  This annual average equates to approximately 0.06 percent of the estimated 

1,000,000 birds within the Action Area;  

● Estimated incidental take of sage thrashers is 15 birds, an average of 3 birds per year.  

This annual average equates to approximately 0.1 percent of the estimated 3,100 birds 

within the Action Area; 

● Estimated incidental take of black-tailed prairie dogs is 455 prairie dogs, an average of 91 

prairie dogs per year.  This annual average equates to approximately 0.007 percent of the 

estimated 1.36 million
2
 prairie dogs within the Action Area; 

● The Association estimates that a maximum of 10 percent of Participants in the 

Conservation Strategy would implement control measures resulting in the direct take of 

black-tailed prairie dogs, and that such controls likely would only be necessary and 

applicable in years of high expansion of prairie dog numbers.  The Service’s estimate of 

direct take of black-tailed prairie dogs is up to 1,460 individuals annually (i.e., during 

control years).  This annual take allowance equates to approximately 0.1 percent of the 

estimated 1.36 million prairie dogs within the Action Area. 

● Estimated incidental take of mountain plovers is 5 birds, an average of 1 bird per year.  

This annual average equates to approximately 0.07 percent of the estimated 1,500 birds 

within the Action Area; 

● Estimated incidental take of burrowing owls is 5 birds, an average of 1 bird per year.  

This equates to approximately 0.1 percent of the estimated 800 birds within the Action 

Area; and 

● Estimated incidental take of ferruginous hawks is 10 birds, an average of 2 birds per year.  

This equates to approximately 0.05 percent of the estimated 4,000 birds within the Action 

Area. 

                                                 
2
 Based on an assumption of 10 black-tailed prairie dogs per acre within the Action Area (74 FR 63343).  
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As described above, should the black-tailed prairie dog be listed under the ESA, the Section 

10(a)(1)(A) permit will authorize both incidental take and the direct take of prairie dogs for 

human health and safety reasons or specified boundary control.  The permit would include 

conditions for each type of take, including the required implementation of relevant Conservation 

Measures.  Though take of prairie dogs is anticipated, the Conservation Strategy calls for the 

identification of Conservation Priority Areas for the black-tailed prairie dog and incentivizes the 

conservation of this species to ensure their continued viability.  Refer to Section 8 of the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy for more details 

(http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library). 

While acknowledging the potential for incidental take of all Covered Species, and for direct take 

of black-tailed prairie dogs, the Service has determined that implementation of the Association’s 

Conservation Strategy meets the CCAA standard (including the newly finalized policy) of 

providing net benefit from Conservation Measures.  That is, the Service believes that impacts of 

incidental take of these species, and control of black-tailed prairie dogs resulting in direct take, 

are substantially outweighed by conservation benefits associated with the implementation of 

Conservation Measures for the shortgrass prairie ecosystem that directly benefits prairie dogs by 

increasing populations and improving habitat within the Action Area. 

Given that the Conservation Measures outlined in the Association’s Conservation Strategy are 

similar to those developed under Wyoming’s already implemented statewide approach, that the 

Conservation Measures are incentivized so as to improve conservation efficacy, that 

conservation effort may be placed in Conservation Priority Areas to ensure conservation benefit, 

that the Association pools substantial resources to ensure implementation, and that energy 

producers must demonstrate conservation benefit both within and outside their Enrolled 

Properties well beyond any statutory requirement to mitigate disturbance, the Service believes 

that implementation of the Conservation Strategy will provide net conservation benefit for all 

Covered Species.  Furthermore, in the case of participating energy producers, the Service 

anticipates that future analyses related to energy production (such as a future permit to mine) 

within the Action Area will: 1) tier to these analyses so as to confirm demonstrable conservation 

effort is maintained and documented within modified CI/CPs to be approved by the Association 

and the Service; and, 2) to ensure that any potential take of Covered Species is minimized. 

To summarize, the currently anticipated level of immediate enrollment in the Conservation 

Strategy by Association members includes approximately 1.2 million acres within the Action 

Area.  In addition, the Conservation Strategy enhances multiple other existing conservation 

efforts described in this section and others within the Action Area, providing for coordinated 

implementation of Conservation Measures across ownerships within prioritized areas and 

specifically designed to benefit the eight covered At-risk species.  Furthermore, the incentive-

based approach and the resources of the Association, both financially and in partnerships, 

provide greater certainty of implementation and monitoring of conservation efforts at a scale that 

greatly enhances their efficacy.  As noted, the Service anticipates that negative impacts to 
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Covered Species under the Proposed Action would be minimal.  Additionally, the Service 

believes that the Proposed Action would meet the CCAA standard (including the newly finalized 

policy) of providing net benefit from Conservation Measures.   

Therefore, the Service anticipates that implementation of the Proposed Action alternative may 

minimally impact individuals, but is not likely to result in a loss of viability in the Action Area, 

nor cause a trend toward federal listing for the sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie 

assemblages covered under the Conservation Strategy.  This anticipated outcome is based on the 

following: 

 The deliberate and collaborative approach used to develop the Conservation Measures; 

 The number and type of threats addressed by the Conservation Measures; 

 The ability to enhance other ongoing regional conservation efforts; 

 The number of species and primary ecosystems addressed; 

 The focus of Conservation Measures in priority habitats where they will have the 

greatest and most durable benefit; 

 The use of incentives to maximize conservation benefits; 

 The ability for Participants to work effectively across Enrolled Property; 

 The ability for Participants to implement and/or fund Conservation Measures both on 

and off Enrolled Property; 

 The administrative and financial support of the Association - the Association, in 

cooperation with partners, has proactively expended over $3.7 million dollars from 1999 

to 2016 to address threats to Covered Species, including the replacement of windmills 

(i.e., vertical structures) with solar-driven pumps and the treatment of approximately 

35,000 acres for cheatgrass within sagebrush steppe habitats on lands prospectively to be 

enrolled in the Conservation Strategy, among other efforts (Association public 

comments on the Draft EA, dated December 27, 2016; Conservation Strategy, Section 

1.5; http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/document-library); 

 The requirements for effective monitoring and reporting of conservation efforts; 

 The use of Adaptive Management to improve conservation benefit;   

 The level (approximately 1.2 million non-contiguous acres) of participation already 

anticipated; and  

 The potential for affecting far greater acreages (i.e., up to 13.2 million largely contiguous 

acres) across the landscape over time. 

Given these factors, the Proposed Action alternative would have a beneficial impact on the 

eight Covered Species in the sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie assemblages of the 

Conservation Strategy.  Refer to Section 5.0 of this EA for a discussion of cumulative 

beneficial impacts. 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 114 

4.1.5 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Under this alternative, the Service would consider working with interested parties to develop 

site-specific conservation agreements with individual property owners.  In other words, each 

willing party would develop and implement a CCAA or combined CCAA/CCA, depending on 

the presence/absence of interests (surface or sub-surface) in federal property.  Covered Species, 

property to be enrolled, and applicable Conservation Measures to be implemented would be 

determined by the Service and each participating property owner, and would apply only to the 

species and habitats on their Enrolled Property.  Under this alternative, the Service would be 

responsible for NEPA and ESA compliance for each agreement developed, greatly extending the 

time required to implement a sufficient number of these agreements to achieve conservation 

benefit on a large enough scale to meet the species’ needs. 

Impacts under this alternative would be similar to those described for the No Action alternative 

(see Section 4.1.3).  Existing adverse impacts to Covered Species in sagebrush steppe and 

shortgrass prairie habitats within the Action Area, including limited incidental take, would 

continue due to ongoing activities and implementation of approved future activities where new 

agreements are established.  The type and level of take would presumably be similar to that 

described under the other alternatives.  As for the other alternatives, conservation benefits to the 

Covered Species also would occur, albeit in proportion to enrollment in agreements crafted under 

this alternative.  However, participation in conservation agreements under Alternative C would 

likely be less than is currently anticipated under the Proposed Action, and less than the current 

enrollment in existing agreements under the No Action alternative (Alternative A), as well.  

Lower levels of participation under Alternative C would likely be due to the increased delays 

associated with developing individual conservation agreements with the Service, including the 

need for independent NEPA and ESA analyses for each agreement.  Furthermore, individuals 

participating under Alternative C would not have access to Association funding or partnerships 

to help implement Conservation Measures, though such opportunities already in place (e.g., 

NRCS Sage Grouse Initiative) would remain available, as for the other two alternatives.     

Therefore, implementation of Alternative C may adversely impact individuals but is not likely to 

result in a loss of viability for the eight Covered Species within the Action Area, nor cause a 

trend toward federal listing of those species.  Implementation of this alternative may achieve 

limited conservation benefit, though perhaps substantially less than what might be achieved by 

implementing the Proposed Action (Alternative B) and also possibly less than through existing 

conservation instruments (Alternative A), as described above.     

4.2 Endangered, Threatened, Proposed, and Candidate Species 

Species considered here include those within the Action Area that are currently listed as 

threatened or endangered under the ESA, species that have been proposed for such listing, and 

species considered as candidates for listing as threatened or endangered and for which 
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appropriate habitats may be affected by the alternatives considered.  These species include the 

black-footed ferret, Ute ladies’-tresses, and northern long-eared bat.  Thorough discussions of 

threats to individual species were provided in Section 3.2.2.1, with additional information 

regarding threats to sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats upon which they depend 

provided in Section 4.1.1 and Section 4.1.2, respectively, as well as in Section 4.1.4 and 

throughout this section.   

Table 4 presents a summary of effects determinations for endangered, threatened, proposed, and 

candidate species under the Proposed Action and alternatives.  As noted, the Proposed Action 

would entail implementation of the Association’s Conservation Strategy with its component 

agreements and issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit (post-listing) to achieve conservation of 

At-risk species, whereas the No Action alternative would rely solely on existing conservation 

mechanisms, with the potential for additional individualized efforts under Alternative C 

(individual agreements and permits) to achieve conservation of At-risk species. 

  

Table 4.  Federally listed, proposed, and candidate species considered under the Proposed Action 

(Alternative B) and alternatives, and effects determinations under those alternatives.   

Species Status
1
 Location 

Determinations 

Alt
2
 A 

(No 

Action) 

Alt B 

(Proposed 

Action) 

Alt C 

Black-footed ferret  
(Mustela nigripes) 

NEP 
 

E 

WY: Southwestern 

peripheral area 
MT: All peripheral areas 

No Effect No Effect No Effect 

Ute ladies’-tresses  
(Spiranthes diluvialis)  

T 
WY: Limited portions  

MT: N/A  
No Effect No Effect No Effect 

Northern long-eared 

bat  
(Myotis septentrionalis) 

T 
WY: Limited portions 

MT: N/A 
No Effect No Effect No Effect 

1
 Current status under the Endangered Species Act (Service 2015d, 2014b). 

2
 Alt = alternative 

 
E
   Endangered  

NEP 
  Non-essential, experimental population 

T 
  Threatened 

 

4.2.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action alternative, current land uses and management requirements would 

continue under the guidance of the ESA and other existing regulatory mechanisms.  Effects to 

listed, proposed, or candidate species would continue to be analyzed on a case-by-case basis, 
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with limited opportunity to incorporate landscape-scale efforts into conservation planning.  

Assuming prior consultation has not yet occurred, any future proposed activities with a federal 

interest that might affect a listed or proposed species would undergo Section 7 consultations in 

accordance with the ESA.  Due to the individualized approach under the No Action alternative, 

the time needed for project reviews of any related federal programs and activities would increase 

substantially.  That is, individual agreements that are not collaboratively implemented in a 

coordinated way are not likely to facilitate future consultations for other projects that may, in 

part, otherwise enhance efforts of adjacent or overlapping individual agreements. 

4.2.1.1 Black-footed ferret 

Details regarding the life history of the black-footed ferret and references to existing 

conservation instruments (e.g., Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement, Wyoming Statewide 10(j) 

Rule, etc.) were provided in Section 3.2.2.1.  To summarize, the black-footed ferret is no longer 

considered a federally endangered species for the Wyoming portion of the Action Area, though 

the species does occur as a non-essential, experimental population in the Shirley Basin of 

Wyoming and near Meeteetse, Wyoming (outside the Action Area).  The ferret’s endangered 

status still applies in the peripheral portions of the Action Area located in southeastern Montana 

(MNHP 2016, Service 2016a, Service 2016b), though no ferrets have been recorded there to 

date.  All reintroduction sites in Montana also are beyond the Action Area (Service 2013e).   

As noted, the black-footed ferret currently does not occur within the Action Area.  In the absence 

of incentive programs, it is unlikely that additional reintroductions of the ferret would occur in 

the Action Area under this alternative.  Therefore, implementation of a No Action alternative 

would result in no effect to the black-footed ferret.   

4.2.1.2 Ute ladies’-tresses 

The Ute ladies’-tresses is associated with riparian habitats.  Two known populations of the 

orchid occur within the Action Area.  One population is associated with the Antelope Creek 

watershed in northern Converse County within the main five-county area and the other is found 

in the Niobrara River watershed in southeastern Niobrara County, in the periphery of the Action 

Area. 

Under the No Action alternative, existing conservation instruments such as the Wyoming 

Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA may provide some limited 

conservation benefit to Ute ladies’-tresses.  For example, habitats likely to provide early brood 

habitat for sage-grouse also may provide habitat for the orchid.  However, range management 

(dominant land use) of riparian areas that provide suitable habitat for the Ute ladies’-tresses will 

vary substantially across the Action Area under this alternative.  Consequently, implementation 

of the No Action alternative would result in no adverse effect or some marginal measure of 

beneficial effect to Ute ladies’-tresses.  Ecological monitoring on private lands under the No 

Action alternative would most likely be limited to that required of individuals enrolled in the 
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Wyoming statewide program.  Therefore, implementing the No Action alternative for this 

species would likely diminish the probability that additional survey effort, and subsequent 

identification of new populations, would occur on private property within the Action Area. 

4.2.1.3 Northern long-eared bat 

As noted in Section 3.2.2.1, the predominant threat to the northern long-eared bat is the fungal 

disease white-nose syndrome; it also is the most severe and immediate threat (80 FR 17974).  

Although all details regarding the spread of this disease are not yet known, it is widely agreed 

that the fungus will likely spread throughout the United States.  The state of Wyoming has a 

white-nose syndrome response plan (Abel and Grenier 2012) in place.  Other threats to this 

species include loss and degradation of summer habitat, particularly maternal habitat, caused by 

human development, as well as mine closures and vandalism of winter roosts (i.e., hibernacula), 

collision with wind turbines, and barotrauma to lung tissue associated with these turbines.     

No winter roosts (caves or mines) of the northern long-eared bat are known to occur within the 

Action Area (USFS 2013d).  Recent records of occurrence indicate that this species occurs 

sporadically within suitable summer roosting habitat within the Action Area (USFS 2009a).  The 

most likely habitat occupied by the species within the Action Area consists of isolated stands of 

mature ponderosa pine within the Spring Creek Unit of the TBNG and larger forested areas of 

portions of the Black Hills National Forest located east of the Action Area.  

Should the Service implement the No Action alternative considered here, no foreseeable changes 

in management of these public or private lands would occur within the Action Area.  That is, the 

No Action alternative would result in no adverse effect to the northern long-eared bat.  Minimal 

potential beneficial effects may result during implementation of existing Conservation Measures 

intended for other species, such as the sage-grouse, by enhancing water resources or mesic areas 

that could attract more insects for foraging in the general vicinity. 

4.2.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

4.2.2.1 Black-footed Ferret 

As described above, conservation instruments such as the Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement 

and the 10(j) Rule are in place to facilitate reintroduction of the black-footed ferret.  However, 

the lack of incentive programs for property owners within the Action Area, in contrast to 

incentive programs implemented elsewhere in the region, may limit the use of these conservation 

instruments within the Action Area. 

The black-footed ferret is not among those species for which the Association is seeking coverage 

under the Conservation Strategy.  However, in contrast to the No Action Alternative and what 

would be anticipated under Alternative C, the black-tailed prairie dog, a primary prey species for 

ferrets, is among the eight species covered within the Conservation Strategy.  Existing black-

tailed prairie dog colonies within the Action Area (i.e., on the TBNG) have been identified as 
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among those most essential for the conservation of this species in North America (Luce 2003).  

Even with the potential for occasional direct take for human health and safety reasons or specific 

management needs such as boundary control under certain Conservation Measures, colonies in 

this area would likely continue to provide opportunities for future conservation efforts, including 

reintroductions, barring substantial impacts from natural factors such as sylvatic plague.  To 

facilitate those future opportunities, the Association has provided incentives to Participants to 

conserve the black-tailed prairie dog in the context of future ferret reintroductions.  An example 

of such Conservation Measures within the Conservation Strategy (Appendix 8 of this EA) 

includes the following: 

Fragmentation: General 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Disturbances can create shortgrass prairie habitat 

fragmentation and inhibit shortgrass species use and prairie dog movement between 

undisturbed areas.  Shortgrass species can abandon use of fragmented habitat and nesting and 

brood-rearing success is reduced. 

 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A: Through management and protection, 

encourage or maintain a mixture of large and small prairie dog colonies with some more than 

1.75 miles from the next colony resulting in 1,500 acres at a burrow density of 10 active 

burrows per acre with a minimum of 2 active burrows for every 5 inactive burrows and allow 

for introduction of black-footed ferrets under an experimental, non-essential population 

designation(ESA, Section 10(j), 16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.).  Partnering with other private 

landowners or federal land management agencies is strongly encouraged.  Item E2B (no use 

of anticoagulant rodenticides) must be chosen in conjunction with this Conservation 

Measure.  Boundary control measures (see Item C1B) must be reviewed and approved by the 

Board (10 points for entire CI or CI/CP area, up to 26 points if boundary control measures 

are included, based on number of active prairie dog colonies). 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

● Commit to encourage or maintain a mixture of large and small prairie dog colonies 

● Map current prairie dog colony boundaries and property boundaries  

● Specify details of management, protection methods at a larger landscape scale, and 

boundary control plan  

● Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location: 1 per 

prairie dog colony  

● Document use of poison on prairie dogs during previous 5 years  

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:  

● Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report boundaries and management details to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP  

● Photograph managed and protected prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of 

baseline photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the 

Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP  
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● Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of 

prairie dog colonies 

 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Preserving intact habitat blocks, encouraging appropriate 

prairie dog colonization, and reducing disturbance areas reduces habitat fragmentation and 

maintains or potentially increases nesting and brood-rearing success, prairie dog 

colonization, and potential black-footed ferret habitat.  

 

Furthermore, the pooling of resources has allowed the Association to provide financial support to 

participating members to implement Conservation Measures.  In this case, prairie dog 

conservation for the purpose of ferret reintroduction is conditioned with the acknowledgement of 

the need, and the means, to provide for boundary control of prairie dogs that may encroach upon 

neighboring property owners that elect not to participate in the Conservation Strategy or in ferret 

recovery efforts.  These considerations make it more likely that some Participants in the 

Conservation Strategy also would participate in ferret recovery under the Service’s (2015b) 

Statewide 10(j) rule for the black-footed ferret, especially as incentives become available for 

property owners within the Action Area.   

Currently, no black-footed ferrets occur within the Action Area and no ferret reintroductions are 

pending in that area.  Two regional conservation instruments for the black-footed ferret may be 

applicable to properties within the Action Area: the Rangewide Safe Harbor Agreement and the 

Wyoming Statewide Black-footed Ferret 10(j) Rule (80 FR 66821).  At present, no ferret 

reintroductions or similar incentive programs have been implemented within the Action Area 

under either of these programs, though reintroductions have occurred elsewhere in Wyoming and 

Montana under various Service programs.  Consequently, though Participants in the 

Conservation Strategy may elect to participate in ferret recovery in the future, it is most 

appropriate to conclude that implementation of the Proposed Action would have no effect on the 

black-footed ferret. 

4.2.2.2 Ute ladies’-tresses 

Refer to Section 3.2.2.1 and Section 4.2.1.2 for life history information for the Ute ladies’-

tresses, including its occurrence within the Action Area.  The Association has proposed the 

following Conservation Measures (Appendix 7 of this EA), among others, intended to improve 

the management of riparian areas for the sage-grouse under the Proposed Action and that also 

might benefit Ute ladies’-tresses:   

Loss of Green Vegetation and Insects 

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Threat: Disturbance of riparian, wetland, and greenbelt areas can 

negatively impact water flow patterns and volumes, as well as negatively impact green area 

vegetation growing on these sites.  This reduces the number and quality of existing green 
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areas, negatively impacting the availability and quality of brood-rearing habitat.  These 

reductions in key foraging areas would reduce brood-rearing and nesting success. 

 

 A18 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A: Protect green areas associated with 

springs, seeps, and sub-surface irrigation areas in suitable sagebrush steppe habitat by 

establishing appropriate herbivore barriers (fencing, etc. – all barriers must be adequately 

marked, not provide perch sites, and allow wildlife access) [3 points per spring or seep, 

maximum of 9 points]  

CI or CI/CP Information:  

● Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

● Conduct baseline green area width monitoring: 1 baseline 

● Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

● GPS locations of existing green areas 

● Specify details of herbivore barriers 

● Commit to protect green areas through herbivore barriers 

● Baseline photo points with GPS locations: 1 of green area  

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:  

● Record green area width within ± 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and 

September 15; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

● Photograph green areas annually within ± 2 weeks of baseline photograph; provide 

digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

● Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area 

trend  

 

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B: Place attractants (salt, mineral, 

supplements, fly rubs, etc.) at least 1/4 mile away from riparian habitats, springs, 

seeps, or green areas [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area]  

CI or CI/CP Information:  

● Map riparian habitats, springs, seeps, or green areas 

● GPS existing attractant locations 

● Identify sites where attractants can be located 

● Commit to place attractants in areas identified 

● Baseline photo points with GPS locations: 1 per attractant site  

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:  

● Photograph attractant sites annually within ± 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of 

taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 
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● Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify attractant 

location 

  

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits: Protecting water sources from disturbance will maintain and 

potentially increase the availability and quality of brood-rearing habitat.  The protection and 

enhancement of these important foraging areas will maintain or increase nesting and brood-

rearing success by providing additional habitat areas for forb food source development and 

will increase substrates for additional insect populations. 

Should the Ute ladies’-tresses occur within enrolled lands, implementation of these measures 

developed to enhance sage-grouse brood habitat also should ensure that the orchid is not 

adversely affected.  That is, implementation of the Proposed Action should result in no adverse 

effect to the Ute ladies’-tresses.  Given the unique association of Ute ladies’ tresses with seeps, 

springs, and riparian areas, and the value of these areas as brood habitat for sage-grouse, it is 

possible that some level of beneficial effect to this species may occur as a result of Conservation 

Measures implemented for species such as sage-grouse.  Conservation Measures within the 

Conservation Strategy are weighted so as to further incentivize the conservation of these habitats. 

In addition, the Proposed Action includes structured participation of resource professionals 

within an advisory committee that should provide a suitable forum in which to inform 

Participants or adaptively address issues related to At-risk species not covered by the 

Conservation Strategy.  For example, no take prohibitions apply for listed plants under the ESA 

and, therefore, property owners have little incentive to seek regulatory Assurances.  Having this 

structured forum, unlike the other alternatives considered here, allows the Service the 

opportunity to conduct outreach to Participants regarding species such as the threatened Ute 

ladies’-tresses.   

4.2.2.3 Northern Long-eared Bat 

As noted in Section 3.2.2.1, the northern long-eared bat has only been documented as a sporadic 

summer resident in isolated areas of suitable roosting habitats in or near the Action Area.  No 

winter roosts (caves or mines) for this species have been identified in the Action Area.  The 

Service’s 4(d) rule for the northern long-eared bat contains provisions that allow for various 

forest management exceptions (e.g., tree removal and prescribed burning) to prohibitions against 

take of this species.  One such exception applies to areas not yet affected by white-nose 

syndrome; this exception applies to the Action Area.    

Conservation Measures proposed by the Association are intended to target species occupying 

either sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie habitats (Appendix 7 and Appendix 8 of this EA, 

respectively).  While they may provide occasional foraging habitat, these two ecosystems are not 

typically associated with regular occurrence of the northern long-eared bat.  The exception to this 

generalization may be the management of water resources and moist soil habitats intended to 
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provide conservation benefits to the sage-grouse.  For example, all North American bats use 

standing water sources for drinking and as foraging areas.  In the semi-arid environments of the 

Action Area, water sources may be especially important habitat features for the northern long-

eared bat, as well as other bat species. 

The Association has proposed the following Conservation Measures (Appendix 7 of this EA), 

among others, intended to improve the management of water sources for the sage-grouse that 

also may benefit species such as the northern long-eared bat: 

Loss of Green Vegetation and Insects 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Threat: The availability and distribution of green vegetation and 

associated insects is extremely limited in northeast Wyoming due to the semi-arid climate 

and non-conducive soil types.  Green area development and availability is generally dictated 

by the moisture content in the alluvium of streams and ephemeral draws.  The lack of these 

areas is a potential limiting factor for sagebrush steppe populations in northeast Wyoming as 

areas of green vegetation provide increased insect availability, warm season foraging, and 

brood-rearing habitat.  Lack of green areas also concentrates sage-grouse into fewer, smaller 

areas which increases the possibility of spreading West Nile virus and coccidiosis.  

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A: Develop additional, suitable, quality water 

sources (e.g., new wells, leaving on existing sources, modifying dams to increase green area, 

hauling water, etc.) to facilitate soil saturation while avoiding standing water issues in 

ephemeral draws located in documented brood-rearing habitat from May 15 to September 15 

[2 points for each 100 feet or 1/10
th

 of an acre of draw bottom green area developed]  

CI or CI/CP Information:  

● Map known sagebrush obligate brood-rearing habitat 

● Conduct baseline green area width monitoring: 1 per 100 feet or 1/10
th

 of an acre 

● Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

● Specify location and details of selected water development and Grazing Management 

Plan to avoid overutilization of developing green areas 

● Commit to implement water development plan 

● Baseline photo points with GPS locations: 1 per 100 feet or 1/10
th

 of an acre  

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:  

● Record green area width within ± 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and 

September 15; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

● Photograph water development areas annually within ± 2 weeks of baseline 

photograph; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking 

or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

● Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area 

trend  
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A17 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits: Increasing the soil moisture in ephemeral draws will 

increase the availability and distribution of green areas.  The additional moisture will result 

in more extensive forb development and additional substrates which will produce more 

abundant insect populations.  This will benefit brood-rearing success by providing additional 

habitat areas for insect and forb food sources to be developed, and will also benefit nest 

success by providing additional food source areas for foraging birds prior to hatch.  

Additional green areas will decrease sage-grouse density, decreasing the possibility of 

spreading West Nile virus and coccidiosis. 

 

Consequently, implementation of the Proposed Action would result in no adverse effect to the 

northern long-eared bat.  The northern-long-eared bat is rare, but has been known to occur within 

the Action Area.  Roost habitat likely consists of mature ponderosa pine that provides exfoliating 

bark or cavities.  All North American bats require free-standing sources of water and may travel 

substantial distances (miles) to reach foraging habitat.  Therefore, Conservation Measures that 

provide water sources or sources of insects intended to benefit the sage-grouse also may improve 

foraging habitat and provide sources of water for the northern long-eared bat and other species. 

4.2.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

4.2.3.1 Black-footed ferret 

As described above, the black-footed ferret does not occur within the Action Area.  Under this 

alternative action, wherein individual conservation agreements would be considered, 

conservation of the ferret within the Action Area would depend upon property owners willing to 

initiate and participate in individual conservation instruments for that purpose, including those 

intended to facilitate ferret reintroductions.  In the absence of incentive programs, no property 

owner to date within that area has contacted the Service to participate in the Rangewide Safe 

Harbor Agreement.  Similarly, no property owner has expressed an interest in applying for a 

Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit to allow for the reintroduction of ferrets on their property under 

Wyoming’s Statewide Black-footed Ferret 10(j) Rule (80 FR 66821).   

Given the absence of participation in incentive programs within the region, additional 

reintroductions of the ferret would be unlikely to occur within the Action Area.  Therefore, 

implementation of this alternative action would have no effect to the black-footed ferret. 

4.2.3.2 Ute Ladies’-tresses 

Should the Service choose to develop individual conservation agreements for one or more of the 

targeted ecosystems and species within the Action Area, ancillary conservation benefit to the Ute 

ladies’-tresses would likely be greatly diminished and delayed.  The development of individual 

agreements would require greater time and resources from both the property owner and the 

Service; consequently, this approach would likely result in fewer acres enrolled than a broader 

programmatic approach under a single agreement (i.e., than under the Proposed Action).  
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Existing programs such as the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion 

CCA that also provide marginal benefits to the Ute ladies’-tresses through habitat enhancements 

implemented for other species would continue.   

Therefore, selection of Alternative C would result in no adverse effect to the Ute ladies’-tresses, 

with the potential for marginal beneficial effects due to existing conservation efforts and 

regulatory control mechanisms.  As described above, the most likely outcome of implementing 

this alternative may be to diminish the probability that additional survey effort, and subsequent 

identification of new populations, will occur on private lands (fewer acres enrolled) within the 

Action Area. 

4.2.3.3 Northern Long-eared Bat 

As described in Section 3.2.2.1, the Service’s 4(d) rule for the northern long-eared bat contains 

provisions that allow for various forest management exceptions to prohibitions against take of 

this species.  These exceptions include areas not yet affected by white-nose syndrome, such as 

the Action Area.  Therefore, it is unlikely that an individual property owner in that area would 

approach the Service with the intent of developing a Habitat Conservation Plan for the northern 

long-eared bat and applying for a Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit, or any other conservation 

instrument to conserve this species. 

Should the Service implement the Alternative C considered here, no foreseeable changes in 

management of these public or private lands would occur within the Action Area.  That is, 

Alternative C would result in no adverse effect to the northern long-eared bat.  As under the 

other alternatives, minimal potential beneficial effects may result during implementation of 

existing Conservation Measures intended for other species, such as the sage-grouse, by 

enhancing water resources or mesic areas that could attract more insects for foraging in the 

general vicinity. 

4.3 Sensitive Species and other Vertebrate Species of Concern 

4.3.1 BLM and USFS Sensitive Species  

Sensitive species associated with sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats that were 

carried forward for consideration in this analysis are presented in Appendix 1, Table 5; 

determinations of impacts to those species are summarized in Appendix 1, Table 9.  Candidate 

species also considered as BLM and USFS sensitive species were discussed in detail, as 

appropriate, under all three alternatives in Section 4.2.  Impacts to sensitive species included in 

the two habitat assemblages (sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie) for Covered Species were 

discussed under all three alternatives in Section 4.1; i.e., sage-grouse, Brewer’s sparrow, sage 

thrasher, sagebrush sparrow, black-tailed prairie dog, burrowing owl, ferruginous hawk, and 

mountain plover.  In addition to the above, thorough discussions regarding known threats to 

individual sensitive species were provided in Section 3.2.2.2, with further information regarding 
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threats to sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats upon which they depend provided in 

Section 4.1.  The analysis under all three alternatives for the six sensitive western bats associated 

with sagebrush steppe habitats is analogous to that presented for the northern long-eared bat 

under Section 4.2.  Therefore, details regarding threats and potential impacts to individual 

sensitive species are not repeated here. 

The conservation of sensitive species is identified as a priority in agency land and resource 

management plans.  These species also are considered under state species management statutes, 

policies, and programs (e.g., SWAPs), other existing conservation efforts and programs (e.g., 

sage-grouse core area strategies and other habitat enhancement efforts), as well as mineral lease 

and permit requirements.  These existing conservation and regulatory mechanisms include efforts 

for sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie species, among others, and are applicable to all 

alternatives.    

4.3.1.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action alternative, no additional adverse impacts to BLM or USFS sensitive 

species within the Action Area would occur for sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie species.  

Current land uses would continue and wildlife management would occur through existing 

regulatory mechanisms, as described in Section 2.1.  BLM and USFS sensitive species that 

utilize sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats would continue to be negatively affected 

by fragmentation of existing native habitats, habitat conversion for other uses, and a decline in 

habitat quality from the threats described in Section 3.2.2.2.  Consequently, implementation of 

the No Action alternative may impact individuals, but is not likely to cause a trend to federal 

listing or loss of viability in the planning area(s) (i.e., Action Area).   

Under this alternative, some level of beneficial impacts also are expected to at least some 

sensitive species through the implementation of existing regional conservation and management 

efforts and requirements, respectively, particularly those in sagebrush habitats where recent 

conservation efforts have been focused.  However, participation in conservation effort on private 

lands would occur without the benefit of coordinated collaboration and would be largely 

restricted to sagebrush habitats.   

4.3.1.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

While existing disturbances would continue under the Proposed Action, approximately 1.2 

million acres are currently anticipated to be enrolled in the Conservation Strategy by Association 

members following Service approval.  As noted, the Conservation Strategy enhances multiple 

other existing and planned conservation efforts within the Action Area, providing for 

coordinated implementation of Conservation Measures across ownerships within prioritized 

areas.  Limited impact to individuals may occur for sensitive species while implementing 

Conservation Measures under this alternative; the level of impact would be similar to that 

described for other species, above.  Therefore, the Proposed Action may impact individuals, but 
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is not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or loss of viability in the planning area(s) (i.e., 

Action Area). 

The Conservation Measures within the Conservation Strategy were specifically designed to 

benefit the eight Covered Species.  However, most of those species also are considered as 

sensitive by the BLM and/or USFS.  Other sensitive species not specifically covered under the 

Conservation Strategy, but utilizing the same habitat types, also will likely realize at least some 

level of benefit from Conservation Measures implemented under the program.  Additionally, the 

partnership and financial resources of the Association provide greater certainty of 

implementation and monitoring of conservation outcomes at a scale that greatly enhances their 

efficacy.  That is, the Service believes that the Proposed Action meets the CCAA standard 

(including the newly finalized policy) for achieving net conservation benefit of At-risk species, 

including sensitive species.  Given the deliberate and collaborative approach used to develop the 

Conservation Measures, the ability of the Conservation Strategy to enhance other regional 

conservation efforts, the level of participation already anticipated, and the potential for affecting 

far greater acreages (i.e., up to 13.2 million largely contiguous acres) across the landscape, the 

Proposed Action alternative would result in beneficial impacts to sensitive species in sagebrush 

steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats within the Action Area. 

4.3.1.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Under this alternative action, impacts to BLM or USFS sensitive species would be similar to 

those described for the No Action alternative (see Section 4.3.1.1).  Existing adverse impacts to 

these species within the Action Area would continue due to ongoing disturbance activities and 

implementation of approved future activities.  Conservation benefits for sensitive species also 

would continue through existing regional conservation and management efforts.  However, 

participation would likely be less than is currently anticipated under the Proposed Action and 

possibly less than the No Action alternative, as well, due to the increased delays associated with 

developing individual conservation agreements with the Service, including the need for 

independent NEPA and ESA analyses for each agreement.   

Therefore, implementation of Alternative C would either result in no impact or may impact 

individuals but is not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or loss of viability in the Action 

Area.  Conservation benefit, however, would likely be substantially less than what might be 

achieved either by implementing existing conservation instruments (Alternative A) or the 

Proposed Action (Alternative B) due to the increased delays associated with developing 

individual conservation agreements with the Service, including the need for independent NEPA 

and ESA analyses for each agreement. 

4.3.2 USFS Management Indicator Species (MIS) 

Three MIS are associated with USFS lands within the Action Area: black-tailed prairie dog, 

sage-grouse, and plains sharp-tailed grouse.  The prairie dog and sage-grouse were discussed 
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extensively in Section 4.1.  Threats and potential impacts to the plains sharp-tailed grouse would 

be the same as or similar to those described for other USFS species, as above.   

4.3.2.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under this alternative, existing adverse impacts to MIS within the Action Area would continue 

due to ongoing disturbance activities and implementation of approved future activities.  

Therefore, implementation of the No Action alternative may impact individuals, but is not likely 

to cause a trend to federal listing or loss of viability in the planning area(s) (i.e., Action Area).   

The No Action alternative also is expected to result in beneficial impacts to at least some of these 

species through the implementation of existing regional conservation and management efforts, as 

well as land management plan requirements for MIS.     

4.3.2.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

As with all alternatives, existing activities and impacts would continue under the Proposed 

Action; existing conservation efforts and regulatory mechanisms for MIS also would continue.  

Given the potential for limited incidental take to occur during the implementation of 

Conservation Measures under the Conservation Strategy, the Service anticipates that the 

Proposed Action alternative also may result in impacts to individual MIS.  However, those 

impacts are not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or loss of viability in the planning area(s) 

(i.e., Action Area).  Additionally, potential impacts to MIS would likely be offset by beneficial 

results under this alternative.  Those beneficial impacts are expected due to the deliberate and 

collaborative approach used to develop the Conservation Measures, the ability to enhance other 

regional conservation efforts, the level of participation already anticipated, and the potential for 

enhancing far greater acreages (i.e., up to 13.2 million acres) across the landscape in the future. 

4.3.2.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Impacts and potential benefits to MIS would be similar to those described for sensitive species 

under the same alternative in Section 4.3.1.3.  Due to the lengthy timelines required to complete 

and implement a sufficient number of these agreements to achieve conservation benefit on a 

meaningful scale, impacts under this alternative also would be similar to those described for the 

No Action alternative (see Section 4.3.2.1).  Enhancements to existing conservation efforts 

would be limited to property owners willing to initiate and participate in individual conservation 

instruments for the two habitat assemblages; those efforts also would benefit MIS species.  

Participation under this alternative would likely be less than is currently anticipated under the 

Proposed Action and possibly than the No Action alternative, as well, due to the increased delays 

associated with developing individual conservation agreements with the Service, including the 

need for independent NEPA and ESA analyses for each agreement.   

Therefore, implementation of Alternative C may impact individuals but not likely to cause a 

trend to federal listing or loss of viability in the Action Area.  However, conservation benefit 
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may be somewhat or substantially less than what might be achieved either by implementing 

existing conservation instruments (Alternative A) or the Proposed Action (Alternative B) due to 

the increased delays associated with developing individual conservation agreements with the 

Service, including the need for independent NEPA and ESA analyses for each agreement. 

4.3.3 Birds of Conservation Concern, Species of Greatest Conservation Need, and Other 

Wildlife  

Due to the extensive overlap among species considered as Birds of Conservation Concern 

(Appendix 1, Table 7), Species of Greatest Conservation Need for Wyoming and Montana 

(Appendix 1, Table 8), and other wildlife species (including those for which the states regulate 

managed harvest), these three groups have been combined as “other wildlife” for the following 

discussion.  Many of these species also were considered in preceding analyses for other species 

of special interest (e.g., covered, candidate, and sensitive species).  As with previous species 

groups, impacts and benefits to other wildlife should be considered relative to the two habitat 

types (sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie) to be addressed under the Conservation Strategy 

and the extent of likely enrollment, and resulting conservation effort, under the alternatives 

considered.   

4.3.3.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action alternative, impacts and potential benefits to other wildlife utilizing 

sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie habitats within the Action Area would essentially be the 

same as those described for previous species of special interest, above.  While no additional 

negative impacts would occur under this alternative, current land uses would continue.  

Likewise, wildlife management would be administered and employed through existing 

regulatory and conservation mechanisms (see Section 2.1).  Consequently, existing threats would 

likely continue to negatively impact other wildlife species that utilize these habitats.  Such 

threats include fragmentation of existing native habitat, conversion of habitat for other uses, and 

a decline in habitat quality from multiple additional threats described throughout Section 3.2.  

Incidental take of individuals during the implementation of existing conservation mechanisms 

also may occur.  Therefore, the No Action alternative may adversely impact individuals, but is 

not likely to result in a loss of viability in the Action Area, nor cause a trend toward federal 

listing for the species.     

The No Action alternative also is expected to result in beneficial impacts to at least some other 

wildlife species through the implementation of existing conservation and management efforts 

within the Action Area.  The most relevant of these conservation mechanisms might be the 

Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA.  Although this agreement 

is restricted to the implementation of Conservation Measures within sagebrush steppe habitats, 

results from those actions also would likely benefit other wildlife species utilizing those habitats.  

Other wildlife species inhabiting shortgrass prairie habitats would likely benefit from existing 

regulatory and conservation mechanisms, such as monitoring and mitigation requirements for 
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BLM and USFS sensitive wildlife species, and permit requirements for Service-approved avian 

monitoring and mitigation plans (i.e., best management practices) at surface coal mines within 

the Action Area, among others.     

4.3.3.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

Although existing impacts and conservation efforts also would continue under the Proposed 

Action, the latter would be greatly enhanced under this alternative.  For example, approximately 

1.2 million acres are currently anticipated to be enrolled in the Conservation Strategy by 

Association members following Service approval.  This includes coordinated implementation of 

Conservation Measures across ownerships and within prioritized areas selected to provide the 

greatest durable conservation benefit.  Additionally, the partnership and financial resources of 

the Association provide greater certainty of implementation and monitoring of conservation 

outcomes at a scale that greatly enhances their efficacy.   

Because Conservation Measures will be implemented in sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie 

habitats, the two most dominant ecosystems within the Action Area, multiple other wildlife 

species associated with these habitats also are likely to benefit under the Proposed Action.  

However, the Conservation Strategy also recognizes the role some species (e.g., mule deer, 

pronghorn, lagomorphs, etc.) have in diminishing the success of efforts to restore sagebrush 

habitats, particularly in reclaimed landscapes.  In the context of such restoration efforts, the 

Conservation Strategy incentivizes the use of managed hunting (particularly of big game) to limit 

numbers of species that may impede effort to restore or enhance sagebrush habitats.   

In addition to these factors, limited incidental take of individuals may occur for some other 

wildlife species while implementing Conservation Measures under this alternative; the level of 

take would presumably be similar to that described for other species, above.  The potential for 

incidental take of other wildlife species would be addressed under existing monitoring and 

mitigation requirements associated with federal and state management plans, or through permit 

or lease requirements (see Section 2.1).  Therefore, the Service anticipates that implementation 

of the Proposed Action alternative may adversely impact individuals, but is not likely to result in 

a loss of viability in the Action Area or cause a trend toward federal listing for other wildlife 

species.  As described in Section 4.1 and Section 4.2, above, the Association’s Conservation 

Strategy, more so than either other alternative considered here, would likely result in the greatest 

conservation (beneficial impact) of other wildlife species. 

4.3.3.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Under this alternative, impacts and benefits to other wildlife would be most similar to the No 

Action alternative.  Should the Service choose to implement an alternative in which individual 

conservation agreements are developed, these agreements would focus on the dominate habitat 

type(s) within the respective operations.  It is unlikely that individual property owners would 

pursue complex, multi-species agreements based on the time and resources required to complete 
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and implement each agreement.  Consequently, species to be conserved would most likely be 

restricted to single habitat types, thus reducing the acreage likely to be enrolled, as well as the 

number of other wildlife species that would benefit from conservation.  Low levels of incidental 

take may occur while implementing Conservation Measures, even at the anticipated smaller scale 

of participation that would likely occur under this alternative.  Consequently, implementation of 

an alternative in which individual conservation agreements would be developed would have no 

impact, potential adverse impact to individuals (but not likely to cause a trend to federal listing 

or loss of viability in the area), or beneficial impacts to other wildlife species. 

4.4 Farm and Ranch Lands 

Like other states in the Rocky Mountain West, agricultural lands in Wyoming and Montana are 

at risk for low-density residential development consisting of homes on tracts of 1 to 40 acres 

(Hulme et al. 2009).  Lands considered ‘prime ranch lands’ because of amenities such as wildlife 

habitat, water availability, and proximity to public lands are generally at greater risk of 

development (Hulme et al. 2009, Taylor 2003).  Given the characteristics of the Action Area (see 

Section 3.1), the risk of ex-urban residential development in that region of northeastern 

Wyoming and southeastern Montana, however, is likely minimal.  The landscape in that region 

generally lacks substantial topographical features, such as large perennial rivers, mountains, or 

substantial forested areas that seem to foster this sort of development. 

As noted, livestock production dominates land use throughout the Action Area.  As a result, 

ranches in Wyoming maintain substantial open-space that provides important wildlife habitat 

across the state (Taylor 2003); the same is true in the ranching communities of southeastern 

Montana.  That is, the economic necessity of maintaining large operations in this semi-arid 

region has the result of benefiting numerous species of native plants and wildlife (Coupal et al. 

2004, Taylor 2003), including those of special interest (e.g., listed, sensitive, covered, etc.).   

All three alternative actions considered here are intended to meet the purpose and need for the 

conservation of At-risk species within the context of sustainable farm and ranch management.  

The Service has recognized that maintaining the integrity of western ranchlands is consistent 

with the conservation of species of special interest.  Consequently, the Service does not 

anticipate that implementation of any of the alternatives considered here would result in the 

conversion of agricultural lands to non-agricultural uses. 

4.4.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action alternative, agricultural producers (i.e., farmers and ranchers) would likely 

continue to run their operations in the same or similar manner as they have in the past.  Interested 

individuals also would presumably continue to participate in existing conservation programs 

such as the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA, NRCS Sage 

Grouse Initiative, and various Farm Bill programs, among others.  However, it is unlikely that 

the full suite of Conservation Measures that could be implemented within the context of the 
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Conservation Strategy would be realized under this alternative, nor are those measures likely to 

be implemented in collaboration with other producers’ conservation efforts.   

Many of the Conservation Measures associated with these programs also contribute to 

sustainable farm and ranching operations through land management practices such as operating 

under a detailed grazing plan, implementing water development or enhancement projects, etc.  

One component of the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA 

and other existing conservation programs is the requirement that enrollees refrain from selling or 

subdividing their property.  This condition has the potential to cause concern with some 

landowners relative to private property rights.  However, the Service has recognized that 

maintaining the integrity of agricultural lands, particularly ranchlands, in Wyoming and 

throughout the West is consistent with the conservation of numerous species of special interest.  

Willing enrollees in conservation programs are demonstrating that same level of commitment to 

sustaining their operations while also providing for other beneficial land uses such as 

conservation.  Given these factors, the Service does not anticipate that implementation of the No 

Action alternative would result in the conversion of agricultural lands to non-agricultural uses.  

Therefore, the No Action alternative would have no additional adverse impact and likely some 

measure of beneficial impact on farms and ranchlands, and their associated management 

activities. 

4.4.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action  

Much of the membership in the Association is involved in agriculture, particularly ranching.  As 

a result, the Association recognizes the important role that agricultural land plays in wildlife 

management and conservation.  With that in mind, the Association developed the Conservation 

Strategy with the intent of maintaining sustainable ranching as the primary land use within the 

Action Area.   

Existing agricultural operations and conservation programs would still occur within the Action 

Area under the Proposed Action.  However, because this alternative greatly enhances 

opportunities for collaboration in funding and implementing Conservation Measures, and 

provides guidance and administrative support under a more efficient and cost-effective 

“umbrella” approach, the Service anticipates higher and more widespread levels of participation 

from agricultural producers under the Proposed Action alternative.  Regulatory Assurances for 

private lands (CCAA), or high levels of certainty against future changes in regulation for lands 

with a federal interest (CCA/CA), conferred to enrollees would create incentives to maintain or 

enhance current successful operations.  These factors are expected to lessen the likelihood of 

lands being sold and divided for ex-urban development.  The Service also expects that voluntary 

incorporation of Conservation Measures on agricultural lands would benefit operators, as well as 

multiple species and habitats of special interest, while maintaining current land uses related to 

farm and ranching practices.  Given these considerations, the Service anticipates minimal 

changes in land use or ownership under the Proposed Action and increased benefits to native 
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species of special interest.  Therefore, the Proposed Action alternative would not lead to 

additional adverse impacts (i.e., conversion of agricultural lands to non-agricultural uses); it 

would likely result in some measure of beneficial impact on farms and ranchlands, and their 

associated management activities. 

4.4.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Existing land uses and opportunities to participate in ongoing conservation programs would 

continue under this alternative.  In addition, agricultural producers would have the option to 

pursue individual conservation agreements with the Service to benefit native species of interest 

in return for various levels of confidence against additional regulations affecting their operations, 

depending on whether or not their enrolled lands included a federal interest (e.g., grazing lease, 

mineral estate, etc.).  These regulatory Assurances or high levels of certainty could provide 

incentives to maintain operations and reduce the likelihood of lands being sold and divided for 

ex-urban development.  However, participation under this alternative would likely be hampered 

by the increased time and costs associated with developing and implementing individual 

conservation plans.  

Given the minimal potential for exurban development in the Action Area, the Service anticipates 

few changes in land ownership under this alternative (Alternative C) that would substantively 

impact conservation effort within the Action Area.  Therefore, the alternative for developing 

individual conservation agreements and permits within the Action Area would not lead to 

additional adverse impacts to agricultural lands in the form of large-scale conversion to non-

agricultural uses.  Additionally, this alternative could result in some measure of beneficial impact 

on farms and ranchlands, and their associated management activities.  

4.5 Environmental Justice 

Although livestock production is the dominant land use within the Action Area, its location 

within the energy-rich PBR has a strong influence on the demographics of the region.  For 

example, both the average percentage (11%) of minorities in counties within the Action Area and 

the average percentage (7%) of people below the poverty level in that region in 2010 (last census 

year) were relatively low.  Furthermore, participation in all existing and proposed conservation 

programs within the Action Area is entirely voluntary.  Nevertheless, the requirement for federal 

agencies to consider this issue mandates that this component of the human environment be 

considered in each ESA and NEPA analysis.   

4.5.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

Under the No Action alternative, the Service would not enter into any conservation agreements 

within the Action Area other than those associated with the existing Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA and companion CCA; i.e., the Service would not participate in the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy.  Additionally, no regulatory Assurances or high degrees of 
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certainty against new regulations would be provided through new conservation agreements.  

Furthermore, the Service would not issue any new Section 10(a)(1)(A) permits unrelated to 

existing conservation agreements.  Interested individuals would still have the option to 

participate in existing conservation programs and benefit from the regulatory Assurances and 

other benefits that they provide.  Therefore, no additional adverse impacts to minority or low-

income populations would occur under the No Action alternative.    

4.5.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

As noted, enrollment in all conservation programs within the Action Area is voluntary, including 

the Association’s proposed Conservation Strategy comprised of multiple agreements.  While 

membership in the Association and participation in the Conservation Strategy do entail annual 

and one-time financial commitments, those requirements are nominal and pro-rated to reflect the 

type of membership and the number of enrolled acres, respectively.  The current one-time fee for 

enrollment of farm and ranchlands in the Conservation Strategy is $0.45/acre, with allowances 

for small (1-40 acres) acreage owners.  Fees are used primarily to fund implementation of 

Conservation Measures. 

All input received during the Association’s extensive public outreach effort (Section 1.9 and 

Appendix 3) was considered as the Conservation Strategy was developed to ensure that all 

concerns regarding interests or resources potentially affected by the endeavor were identified and 

addressed.  These efforts included all individuals, agencies, entities (including Native American 

Tribes), and organizations that might have a vested or cursory interest in the Conservation 

Strategy, its general approach, or specific Conservation Measures.    

Due to the entirely voluntary nature of the Proposed Action, as well as the demographic 

composition of the Action Area, no impacts to minority or low-income populations would occur 

under the Proposed Action alternative.  

4.5.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Under this alternative, interested parties could participate in existing conservation agreements 

within the Action Area.  They also could work with the Service to develop new individual 

agreements on a case-by-case basis and receive the accompanying Assurances (assurance level 

dependent upon surface ownership) through individual Section 10(a)(1)(A) permits.  

Participation in either approach would be entirely voluntary.  The Service would not participate 

in the Association’s Conservation Strategy comprised of a combined conservation agreement 

approach and a single permit.  Due to the additional time and expense associated with this 

alternative for both prospective enrollees and the Service, interest and participation levels are 

expected to be considerably lower than under the Proposed Action.  Because participation is 

entirely voluntary, and considering the demographic composition of the Action Area, the Service 

anticipates no impacts to minority or low-income populations under this alternative.  
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4.6 Socioeconomics 

Details regarding the social and economic conditions within the approximately 13.2 million acre 

Action Area are described in Section 3.5.  As noted in that section, the following discussing 

regarding potential impacts to social and economic factors is limited to only the agricultural 

component of the Wyoming economy.  While agricultural production, particularly ranch 

management, is not the state’s leading economic driver, it is the leading surface land use on both 

federal and non-federal lands within the Action Area.  Additionally, agricultural lands are 

expected to support the majority of Conservation Measures under the Association’s Conservation 

Strategy.  All of the alternatives considered here are intended to achieve the conservation of At-

risk species within the context of sustainable ranching.   

4.6.1 Alternative A – No Action Alternative 

The No Action alternative relies on existing agreement instruments and programs to achieve 

conservation of At-risk species within the context of ranch management, the dominant land use 

within the Action Area.  This includes the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and 

companion CCA.  Socioeconomic concerns noted within the associated EA for that agreement 

include the following: 

Implementation of some Conservation Measures may involve a monetary 

investment for individual ranchers (e.g., construct, relocate, or redesign fences); 

however, participation is voluntary.  Therefore, we presume that the property owner 

would evaluate the costs and benefits associated with a Conservation Measure prior 

to undertaking the measure, and any financial investment by the property owner 

would not be a burden.  Other Conservation Measures do not have a direct 

monetary cost associated with them (e.g., avoid placing salt or supplements within 

0.25 mile (0.4 km) of riparian habitats).  Outside funding sources (e.g., through the 

FWS Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program) may be available to assist with 

implementation of some Conservation Measures; funding will be dependent on the 

availability of funding sources and the decision of the property owner to apply for 

funding.  A property owner’s decision to participate in an umbrella CCAA should 

include a cost/benefit evaluation of potential costs and commitments in exchange 

for Assurances.   

We anticipate that short-term costs to the property owner from implementation of 

Conservation Measures would be off-set by the long-term benefits; overall, impacts 

under the Proposed Action [sic Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management 

CCAA/CCA] alternative would result in long-term, minor socioeconomic benefits. 

The primary elements of the above discussion are that participation in conservation programs is 

voluntary and will necessarily have associated costs.  As with all investments, property owners 

should consider the cost/benefit ratio they are likely to realize over time as part of their decision-



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 135 

making process before entering into a conservation program.  Property owners may be eligible to 

apply for a number of financial assistance programs (e.g., NRCS Sage Grouse Initiative) to 

facilitate implementation of Conservation Measures.  The Service and other participating 

agencies provide technical assistance to assist enrollees in locating and applying for financial aid, 

implementing Conservation Measures, and other components of the Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA and companion CCA.   

Over time, long-term benefits for participating property owners are expected to exceed their 

implementation costs, as well as contribute to the overall welfare of the local economy, though 

the magnitude of such benefits will vary with participation levels.  Given these factors, the 

Service anticipates that implementation of the No Action alternative would result in minor long-

term socioeconomic benefits within the Action Area.   

4.6.2 Alternative B – Proposed Action 

Similar to the No Action alternative, the Service anticipates that property owners voluntarily 

participating in existing conservation programs or the Association’s Conservation Strategy will 

evaluate the costs and benefits associated with each Conservation Measure prior to selecting and 

implementing it, helping to prevent such financial investments by the property owner from 

becoming a burden.  However, one of the differences between existing conservation programs 

and the Conservation Strategy is the Association’s ability to serve as a direct source of financial 

assistance to participating members.  This funding option has already enabled the proactive 

implementation of Conservation Measures that otherwise would not have occurred due to their 

financial cost to the individual Participant.  For example, the Association has contributed funds 

toward the elimination of multiple vertical structures (i.e., replacement of windmill-driven water 

wells with solar pump-driven wells) in selected sagebrush steppe habitats to improve conditions 

for sage-grouse.  To further enhance the investment return of Conservation Measures, the 

Conservation Strategy also allows the option for Participants to place their conservation effort in 

Conservation Priority Areas that may be outside of their Enrolled Property, including on state or 

federal lands enrolled in the program, so as to maximize conservation benefit.   

This ability to place conservation efforts in the most appropriate landscapes within the Action 

Area enables all Participants to realistically meet the CCAA standard (including the newly 

finalized policy) for net conservation benefit.  This is especially advantageous to participating 

energy companies which often have the financial means to implement Conservation Measures 

but may lack appropriate habitats within their own property boundaries until sufficient reclaimed 

habitats are established.  Likewise, participating ranchers often have sufficient land resources, 

but may lack the capital to implement the most appropriate Conservation Measures.  By forming 

partnerships across enrolled properties, all participating members maximize conservation 

benefits while minimizing their implementation costs, thus increasing the value of their 

individual and collective investments.   
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The Association, in cooperation with partners, has proactively expended more than $3.7 million 

from 1999 to 2016 to address threats to Covered Species, with the majority of funds directed 

toward benefitting sage-grouse.  Energy members, particularly coal companies, participating in 

the Conservation Strategy provided a substantial portion of those funds through membership or 

enrollment fees, and direct contributions.  Coal operators in the Action Area have demonstrated a 

strong record of responsible resource extraction and associated reclamation and environmental 

restoration (Appendix 5).  In addition to their statutory reclamation requirements, Participants in 

the Conservation Strategy have proactively committed to enhancing reclamation while also 

providing conservation benefit elsewhere.  Furthermore, the participating energy companies have 

committed to participating in the Conservation Strategy irrespective of the attainment of any 

future lease related to the development of the federal mineral estate within the Action Area.  That 

is, the decision by these operators to participate in the Conservation Strategy is wholly 

independent of federal decisions to issue leases or permits to develop the mineral estate.   

The Service anticipates that these near-term costs incurred by participating members, including 

ranchers and energy companies, to implement Conservation Measures will be balanced by long-

term conservation successes that may influence future listing decisions, for example, which may 

in turn affect regulatory oversight applied to both private and commercial operations within the 

Action Area, ultimately benefiting both individuals and local economies.  In other words, 

contributing to the conservation of healthy wildlife populations and habitats in the near term can 

alleviate the need for special listing actions in the future that may affect both private and 

community interests.  The opportunities to pool resources and develop working partnerships 

among Participants help to create successful Conservation Measures in the most efficient and 

economical manner possible, which in turn reduce the risk of disruptions to operations due to 

conservation concerns that could impact economic productivity for individuals, as well as local 

economies.   

Given these factors, the Service anticipates that implementation of the Proposed Action 

alternative would result in long-term socioeconomic benefits within the Action Area.   

4.6.3 Alternative C – Individual Agreements and Permits 

Under this alternative, as with the other alternatives considered, short-term costs to participating 

property owners from implementing Conservation Measures are expected to be offset by long-

term benefits.  However, given the additional time and expense necessary to develop site-specific 

conservation agreements, it is likely that participation will be less under this alternative than 

either the Proposed Action or the No Action alternative, thus increasing the timeline needed to 

realize those long-term benefits.  That is, both the Association’s Conservation Strategy 

(Proposed Action) and the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA 

(a component of the No Action alternative) represent programmatic agreements that more readily 

facilitate development and implementation of conservation agreements for potential enrollees, 
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thus maximizing conservation returns on investments for property owners and the affected 

resources.   

Based on these considerations, the Service anticipates that implementation of the alternative for 

individual conservation agreements and permits would result in little or no socioeconomic 

benefits in the Action Area.   

5.0 CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

The Council on Environmental Quality (1997) regulations for implementing the NEPA define 

cumulative impacts as: 

The impacts on the environment which result from the incremental impact of the 

action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future 

actions regardless of what agency (federal or nonfederal) or person undertakes 

such other actions.  Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but 

collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time (40 CFR 

§1508.7).  

For the purposes of analyses conducted pursuant to NEPA, the cumulative impact analysis must 

consider the incremental impacts of the Proposed Action, and any alternative actions, when 

added to the impact of past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions, as described above.   

All of the alternatives considered herein are designed to achieve net conservation benefit.  

Because the actions considered here would result in overall beneficial impacts, no additional 

adverse incremental cumulative impacts would occur under any alternative.  It is informative, 

however, to consider to what degree the alternative actions may reduce existing (baseline) 

sources of cumulative impact across the landscape.   

The existing baseline of impacts across the Action Area, as well as reasonably foreseeable 

actions, have been substantively examined in the context of recent amendments to all the 

relevant land and resource management plans of the federal land management agencies.  

Consideration of these sources of impact has been timely; the Record of Decision for the plan 

amendments was published in September 2015 (BLM 2015a).  Relevant plan amendments for 

the various agency field offices within or overlapping the Action Area include: 

● Wyoming Greater Sage-Grouse Approved Resource Management Plan Amendment; 

 USFS, Douglas, WY, Thunder Basin National Grassland 

 BLM, Newcastle WY Field Office 

 BLM, Casper WY Field Office 
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● Buffalo Field Office Approved Resource Management Plan; and  

 BLM, Buffalo WY Field Office 

● Miles City Field Office Approved Resource Management Plan 

 BLM, Miles City MT Field Office 

The Record of Decision for these plan amendments (BLM 2015a), and the respective analyses 

conducted under the NEPA, are incorporated herein by reference.  Documents related to the 

Land and Resource Management Plans are publicly available at 

http://www.blm.gov/nv/st/en/prog/wildlife/greater_sage-grouse.html. 

The respective analyses of the plan amendments rely substantially upon the Service’s 2010 status 

review of the sage-grouse (Service 2010b) and the COT Report (Service 2013a).  With respect to 

the 2010 status review, population viability of the PRB population of sage-grouse, unchecked, 

was projected to decline by 90 percent between 2007 and 2037.  The COT Report characterized 

that population as “At-risk” and suggested that future viability may be compromised. 

The subsequent conservation objectives communicated in the recent land and resource 

management plan amendments are largely intended to limit additional loss (incremental impact) 

of sagebrush steppe habitats (e.g., see Table 1-4, BLM 2015a).  That is, these plans have 

essentially established impact thresholds or caps intended to limit additional impact.  

Disturbance analyses also have been standardized and adopted by the federal land management 

agencies (e.g., BLM Internal Memorandum 2012-043 [BLM 2012b]) in both Wyoming and 

Montana to enable quantification of impact. 

Similarly, within the state of Wyoming, at least within sagebrush steppe habitats important to 

sage-grouse, an effort has been made to limit incremental impact by establishing similar 

disturbance thresholds.  As defined within the most recent Governor’s WY EO 2015-4, 

disturbance thresholds “will be limited to 5% of suitable sage-grouse habitat per an average of 

640 acres.”  The state of Montana also has issued a Governor’s MT EO 12-2015 with similar 

disturbance thresholds in suitable sage-grouse habitat.   

The Service recently found that this approach (i.e., that of primarily limiting additional impact) 

was sufficient to reach a conclusion that the sage-grouse did not warrant listing under the ESA 

(80 FR 59858).  Conversely, rather than limiting the extent of additional impact, the alternatives 

considered here are intended to reduce the existing baseline level of impact by adding 

conservation benefit to the landscape within the Action Area.  The alternatives are compared 

accordingly below. 

The No Action Alternative (Alternative A) 

This alternative encompasses existing conservation mechanisms already in place.  This includes 

efforts such as Standards and Guidelines conveyed within federal land and resource management 

plans, state policies, agency initiatives, and existing conservation instruments such as the 
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Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA.  The No Action 

Alternative essentially represents the baseline conservation effort and is common to all the 

alternatives.  Considerations include: 

● Existing conservation mechanisms are dominated by efforts to conserve the sage-grouse 

and sagebrush habitats; 

● The land and resource management plans, and state executive orders are largely intended 

to limit additional loss of sagebrush habitats; 

● The Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA provides 

conservation benefit in sagebrush habitats.  Effort, however, is not coordinated among 

landowners.  Implementation is dependent upon landowner resources unless they are able 

to obtain additional assistance.  As of August 17, 2016, eight CCAAs and six CCAs have 

been completed under this program within the Action Area.  This represents a total of 

approximately 122,309 non-contiguous acres (62,449 acres of private and state lands, and 

59,860 acres of BLM lands, respectively) (P. Hope, Service, personal communication); 

and 

● With the exception of a single CCAA encompassing 3,370 acres in northeastern 

Wyoming, (4W CCAA; Service 2009), no existing private lands programs or initiatives 

related to the conservation of shortgrass prairie habitats or shortgrass prairie obligate 

species have been developed within the Action Area.  The CCAA noted above allows for 

the intentional take of prairie dogs, but requires the maintenance of a minimum density of 

active burrows to ensure continued viability of prairie dogs in the Coverage Area. 

The Proposed Action (Alternative B) 

In this case, the Proposed Action under consideration is the issuance of a Section 10(a)(1)(A) 

enhancement of survival permit to the Association related to the implementation of a landscape-

level Conservation Strategy encompassing three conservation agreements.  In the event of 

approval, the Service would issue the permit to the Association and Participants would be issued 

individual CIs or CI/CPs.  The intent of the Conservation Strategy, and the related issuance of 

the permit, is to incentivize and further the conservation of two primary ecosystems and eight 

associated At-risk species within the Action Area.  Within the sagebrush steppe ecosystem, this 

includes the sage-grouse, sagebrush sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, and sage thrasher.  Within the 

shortgrass prairie ecosystem, this includes the black-tailed prairie dog, mountain plover, 

burrowing owl, and ferruginous hawk.  Considerations include: 

● The Conservation Strategy is intended to achieve conservation benefit within two distinct 

ecosystems, and their respective At-risk species, in contrast to those programs or 

initiatives intended to benefit primarily the sage-grouse;   
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● Conservation effort is intended to be coordinated among Participants and strategically 

placed within the Action Area where it most likely to achieve durable conservation 

benefit, thus enhancing efficacy;   

● Conservation effort associated with an Enrolled Property may be placed on that property 

or, alternatively, in an area other than the Enrolled Property, and across jurisdictions or 

ownerships, so as to maximize the extent and likelihood of conservation benefit within 

the Action Area;  

● In addition to funding mechanisms such as the NRCS Sage-grouse Initiative common to 

all the alternatives, the financial strength of the Association provides greater certainty of 

implementation of certain Conservation Measures that might not otherwise be 

implemented by any one individual property owner.  For example, the Association, in 

cooperation with partners, has proactively expended over $3.7 million dollars since 1999 

to address threats to Covered Species, including the removal of 16 windmills (vertical 

structures detrimental to sage-grouse as raptor perches) and replacement of these 

structures with solar driven pumps.  They also have treated approximately 35,000 acres 

for cheatgrass to restore native sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie plant species 

(Association public comments on the Draft EA, dated December 27, 2016; Conservation 

Strategy, Section 1.5; http://www.tbgpea.org/resources/ document-library);   

● Conservation Measures include those already approved by the Service in the Wyoming 

Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion CCA for Ranch Management.  The 

Association also proposes to adopt measures previously vetted by the Service to conserve 

shortgrass prairie and At-risk species associated with these habitats, including the black-

tailed prairie dog; 

● Conservation Measures are further incentivized, using a peer-reviewed point value 

system, so as to enhance the likelihood of implementation of certain measures (e.g., 

conservation of lek habitat, strategic conservation of prairie dog complexes) that would 

enhance conservation outcomes in both ecosystems; 

● Similarly, the financial strength of the Association greatly enhances the certainty of 

monitoring of implementation and reporting of conservation outcomes;   

● A Conservation Advisory Committee, comprised of resource managers and biologists 

from agency, private, and non-governmental organizations, is already in-place to review 

Participant conservation plans;  

● The Service believes that impacts of incidental take of these species, and control of 

black-tailed prairie dogs resulting in direct take, are substantially outweighed by 

conservation benefits associated with the implementation of the Conservation Strategy.  

That is, the Service has determined that implementation of the Association’s 
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Conservation Strategy meets the CCAA standard of providing benefit from Conservation 

Measures that, when combined with actions implemented on other necessary properties, 

would preclude or remove the need to list the Covered Species (i.e., achieving net 

conservation benefit for these species).  The Conservation Strategy’s goals and 

commitments also meet the newly finalized CCAA standard that requires a net 

conservation benefit to Covered Species specifically on Enrolled Property and eliminates 

the reference to “other necessary properties” (finalized December 27, 2016; effective date 

March 21, 2017).   

● The Conservation Strategy is intended to allow for flexibility in the selection of 

Conservation Measures (i.e., adaptive management), including responses to Changed 

Circumstances, or economic and social activities; and 

● At present, prospective enrollment by Association members includes approximately 1.2 

million non-contiguous acres within the Action Area.  Sagebrush-related Conservation 

Measures (Appendix 7 of this EA) would be implemented on approximately two-thirds of 

this acreage; shortgrass prairie-related Conservation Measures (Appendix 8 of this EA) 

would be implemented on approximately one-third of this acreage. 

The Alternative Action (Alternative C) 

Under this alternative, the Service would consider working with interested parties to develop 

site-specific conservation agreements with individual property owners.  In other words, each 

willing party would develop and implement their own CCAA or combined CCAA/CCA, 

depending on the presence or absence of interests in federal property.  Conservation Measures to 

be implemented would be determined by the Service and the individual property owner, and 

would apply only to the species and ecosystem(s) on their Enrolled Property.  This approach may 

be limited by the following considerations: 

● Implementation of Conservation Measures would apply to the enrolled species and be 

placed only within the Enrolled Property, as opposed to strategic implementation of 

Conservation Measures within the broader landscape to achieve the greatest net 

conservation benefit; 

● Funding for implementation of Conservation Measures would depend upon resources of 

the property owner and assistance provided by participation in existing programs;  

● The Service’s ability to implement site-specific agreements may be limited by staff and 

funding; and 

● At present, the Service has not yet been approached by any property owner or agency 

requesting the development of a site-specific conservation agreement for At-risk species 

within the Action Area other than participation in the Wyoming Statewide Ranch 

Management CCAA and companion CCA for sage-grouse. 
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6.0 CONCLUSION 

The vast majority of surface acreage in the Action Area is dominated by rangeland management 

where conservation effort for the sage-grouse has been the primary focus, to date.  The states of 

Wyoming (WY EO 2015-4) and Montana (MT EO 12-2015), and the Service, have produced 

policy statements regarding the role of rangeland management in the conservation of sage-

grouse.  The Wyoming Governor’s executive order specifically characterizes appropriate range 

management as a “de minimus” activity with respect to sage-grouse, with a similar reference in 

the Montana executive order.  In fact, the following activities are considered as exempt from 

review for consistency with both states’ executive orders regarding impacts to sage-grouse: 

Existing grazing operations that utilize recognized rangeland management 

practices (allotment management plans, NRCS grazing plans, prescribed grazing 

plans, etc.). 

In its recent memorandum, the Service (2015e) provided guidance regarding assessment of the 

role of grazing and sage-grouse conservation: 

The Service recognizes that well-managed grazing practices can be compatible 

with long-term sage-grouse conservation.  The following list summarizes the 

Service’s perspective on livestock grazing and how the Service will proceed on 

working with private rangeland owners to conserve sage-grouse. 

1. Historically, grazing has altered the sagebrush steppe ecosystem in parts of sage-

grouse range.   

2. In more recent times, poorly managed grazing continues to degrade sagebrush 

steppe ecosystems and exacerbate existing negative conditions for sagebrush and 

sage-grouse in some areas.  

3. In many areas across the range of sage-grouse, well-managed grazing practices 

can improve habitat conditions or minimize future negative declines. 

4. Grazing practices need to be better defined, scientifically evaluated, and 

strategically applied as CCAs/CCAAs and BLM RMPs are implemented.  

5. Working with agency staff and local range scientists, private range managers and 

property owners can provide important information, expertise, and the capacity to 

help monitor and improve local range conditions on both private and public lands.  

6. Private rangelands provide important open space, habitat, and ecological 

processes for conserving sagebrush ecosystems.  They are critically important 

components of sage-grouse habitats, especially wet meadows.   



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 143 

7. The Service will work with property owners to improve habitat conditions 

wherever possible.  Even if well-managed grazing practices result in some local 

adverse impacts to sage-grouse, the Service will weigh these impacts in the 

context of achieving broader sagebrush conservation goals on private lands and a 

landscape scale. 

8. The Service will actively add to the knowledge base on appropriate sage-grouse 

management. 

9. Maintaining healthy, viable, locally managed private rangelands and ranching 

operations is integral to achieving sage-grouse conservation for the reasons 

described above.   

10. The Service will work with the BLM and USFS on ensuring areas of high priority 

to sage-grouse are not experiencing poorly managed grazing practices, but instead 

use well-managed grazing practices to improve existing conditions. 

Consequently, with respect to the already implemented Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management 

CCAA and companion CCA for sage-grouse, the Service has determined that implementation of 

the Conservation Measures associated with that programmatic agreement have met the 

appropriate standard of net conservation benefit.  That is, the Service believes that this statewide 

agreement meets the standard that, in the absence of other threats not associated with range 

management, if the Conservation Measures were implemented on other similar properties across 

the range of the species, they would be sufficient to preclude the need to list the species under 

the ESA.  This statewide conservation program’s goals and commitments also meet the newly 

finalized CCAA standard (finalized December 27, 2016; effective date March 21, 2017).  

In the case of the Proposed Action considered here, which includes Conservation Measures 

consistent with those of the Wyoming Statewide Ranch Management CCAA and companion 

CCA, the Association’s Conservation Strategy includes additional Conservation Measures for 

additional sagebrush steppe and shortgrass prairie species, including the black-tailed prairie dog.  

Furthermore, the financial strength of the Association and the ability to strategically place 

conservation effort within the Action Area provide greater certainty of implementation of 

measures already regarded as effective in achieving net conservation benefit.   

That is, among the alternatives considered above, the Proposed Action provides the greatest 

certainty of achieving durable conservation benefit and eliminating or minimizing threats for 

these eight At-risk species, including the sage-grouse. 
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8.0 APPENDIX 1 - SPECIES CONSERVATION STATUS 
Table 1.  Occurrence, by County, of the eight At-risk species covered in the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association 

Conservation Strategy.  Implementation of the Conservation Strategy represents the Proposed Action.  Occurrence within 

counties does not confirm presence within the Action Area. 
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COVERED SPECIES 

Greater sage-grouse 
(Centrocercus urophasianus) 

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 

Sage thrasher  
(Oreoscoptes montanus) 

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
3 X

3 

Brewer’s sparrow  
(Spizella breweri) 

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
3 

Sagebrush sparrow 
(Artemisiospiza nevadensis) 

X X --
4 X X X

3 X
3 X

3 X
3 -- -- X

3 -- -- -- 

Burrowing owl  
(Athene cunicularia) 

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 

Ferruginous hawk  
(Buteo regalis) 

X X X X X X X X X X X X X
5 X

3 X
3 

Mountain plover 
 (Charadrius montanus) 

X X X X X X X X X X X X X
3 X

3 X
3 

Black-tailed prairie dog 

(Cynomys ludovicianus) 
X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 

1 
Orabona et al. 2012; 

2 
Montana Natural Heritage Program 2016; 

3 
Present within County; no confirmed occurrence within the Action Area; 

4
Not documented in 

county; 
5
Occurrence data from Spring Creek Mine 2015 Annual Wildlife Monitoring Report, on file with the Montana Department of Environmental Quality. 
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Table 2.  Conservation status of the eight At-risk species covered in the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association 

Conservation Strategy.  Implementation of the Conservation Strategy represents the Proposed Action.  Status designation 

does not confirm presence within the Action Area.     

Species 
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0
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1
6
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 1
7
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C
an
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S
A

R
A
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s1
0
 

COVERED SPECIES  

Greater sage-grouse 
(Centrocercus urophasianus) 

S
11 S S S II 2 

S3 

S4
14 

S2 Level I NSS2 

(Ba) 
1 --

11
 E

13 

Sage thrasher  
(Oreoscoptes montanus) 

S S -- -- II 3 S5 S3B Level II NSS4 

(Bc) 
3 10, 17 E 

Brewer’s sparrow  
(Spizella breweri) S S S -- II 3 S5 S3B 

Level I NSS4 

(Bc) 2 
10, 16, 

17 
-- 

Sagebrush sparrow 
(Artemisiospiza nevadensis) S -- S -- II 3 S3 S3B 

Level I NSS4 

(Bc) U 10, 17 -- 

Burrowing owl  
(Athene cunicularia) S S S S I 3 S4B S3B Level I NSSU (U) 1 16, 17 E 

Ferruginous hawk  
(Buteo regalis) S S S -- II 3 

S4B 

S5N S3B Level I NSSU (U) 2 
10, 16, 

17 
T 

Mountain plover 
 (Charadrius montanus) 

S S S -- I 2 
S2B 

S3N 
S2B Level I NSSU (U) 1 16, 17 E 

Black-tailed prairie dog  
(Cynomys ludovicianus) 

S S S S II 3 S2 S3 -- -- -- 
Special 

Concern 

1 
Current Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Sensitive Species (S) lists: WY = Buffalo, Casper, Newcastle (BLM 2015b), MT = Miles City (BLM 2014a); 

2 
Current U.S. Forest Service 

(USFS) Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species (S) lists: WY = Thunder Basin National Grassland, portions of Medicine Bow-Routt and Black Hills National Forests (USFS 2013a), MT = 

portions of Custer Gallatin National Forest (MNHP 2016, USFS 2011); 
3 
Current Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD 2016) Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) Rank: 

Tier I = highest priority, Tier II = moderate priority (WGFD 2010); 
4 
Current Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks SGCN Rank (Montana Field Guide Online 2016), coincides with State Wildlife 

Action Plan (SWAP) (MFWP 2015) State Rank; 
5
WYNDD (2016);

 6 
Current Montana State Rank (MFWP 2015) – Species with a State Rank of S1 or S2 are the primary focus of the SWAP, B 

= breeding; 
7 
Wyoming Partners in Flight (PIF) Bird Conservation Plan rank (Nicholoff 2003), Level I = conservation action needed, Level II = continued monitoring recommended; 

8 
Montana 

PIF rank; 
9 
Birds of Conservation Concern – Bird Conservation Region (Service 2008a); 

10 
Canada’s Species at Risk Act (SARA), E = listed as an endangered species, T listed as a threatened 

species; 
11 

Not applicable.  
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Table 3.  Occurrence, by county, of federal ESA species that may occur within the Action Area, in habitats where Conservation 

Measures may be implemented
1
.  Implementation of the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association 

Conservation Strategy represents the Proposed Action.  Occurrence within counties does not confirm presence within the 

Action Area.   

Species 
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FEDERALLY LISTED SPECIES
1 

Black-footed ferret  
(Mustela nigripes) 

NEP
2 NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP E

3 E E 

Ute ladies'-tresses 
(Spiranthes diluvialis) 

T
4 T T T T T T T T T T T --

5 -- -- 

Northern myotis (N. long-eared bat)  

(Myotis septentrionalis) 
T

6 -- T T -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- T -- 

1 
No proposed or candidate species within the Action Area (Service 2016a, 2016b, 2015d, 2015f); 

2 
Designated as a Non-essential Experimental population under 

the Endangered Species Act (ESA);       
3 
Listed as an endangered species under the ESA;

 4 
Listed as a threatened species under the ESA; 

5 
Not applicable;

 6 
Listed 

as a threatened species under the ESA with a 4(d) rule. 
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Table 4.  Federal ESA species not carried forward for analysis.  Species not analyzed include those that do not occur within the Action 

Area, those for which no habitat occurs within the Action Area, or those for which the actions considered will have no 

impact or an entirely beneficial impact within the area of influence for the species. 

Species 

Wyoming Montana 

C
am

p
b
el

l 

C
o
n
v
er

se
 

C
ro

o
k
 

W
es

to
n
 

N
io

b
ra

ra
 

A
lb

an
y
 

C
ar

b
o
n
 

Jo
h
n
so

n
 

N
at

ro
n
a 

P
la

tt
e 

G
o
sh

en
 

S
h
er

id
an

 

B
ig

 H
o
rn

 

P
o
w

d
er

 

R
iv

er
 

R
o
se

b
u
d
 

FEDERALLY LISTED SPECIES
1
 - NOT CARRIED FORWARD FOR ANALYSIS 

Blowout penstemon 
(Penstemon haydenii) 

--
2 -- -- -- -- -- E

3 -- -- -- E -- -- -- -- 

Wyoming toad 
(Bufo baxteri) 

-- -- -- -- -- E -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Colorado River fish
4 -- -- -- -- -- -- E -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Platte River species
5 -- E,T

6 -- -- E,T E,T E,T -- E,T E,T E,T -- -- -- E
7 

Gray wolf 
(Canis lupus) 

NEP
8 NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP NEP -- -- -- 

Canada lynx 
(Lynx canadensis) 

-- -- -- -- -- T T -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Colorado butterfly plant 
(Guara neomexicana coloradensis) 

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- T T -- -- -- -- 

Preble's meadow jumping mouse  
(Zapus hudsonius preblei) 

-- T -- -- -- T -- -- -- T T -- -- -- -- 

Red knot  
(Calidris canutus rufa) 

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Yellow-billed cuckoo 

(Coccyzus americanus) 
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

1 
No proposed or candidate species within the Action Area (Service 2016a, 2016b, 2015d, 2015f); 

2 
Not applicable;

 3 
Listed as an endangered species under the 

Endangered Species Act (ESA);
 4 

Colorado River fish species: Bonytail, Colorado pike minnow, Humpback chub, Razorback sucker; 
5 
Platte River species: 

Interior least tern, Pallid sturgeon, Piping plover, Whooping crane, Western prairie fringed orchid;
  6 

Listed as a threatened species under the ESA; 
7 
Interior least 

tern and Pallid sturgeon; 
8 
Designated as a Non-essential Experimental population under the ESA.
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Table 5.  Species designated as Sensitive or Management Indicator Species by either the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM Manual 6840) or the U.S. Forest Service (USFS Manual 2670) that may 

occur within the Action Area, in habitats where Conservation Measures may be implemented.  

Distribution (confirmed or suspected) of these species may be restricted to a particular Field 

Office or Land Management Unit.  Identification with one or more BLM Field Offices or 

USFS Land Management Unit areas does not confirm presence within the Action Area.   

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana 

BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

MAMMALS (8) 

Black-tailed prairie dog
5
  

(Cynomys ludovicianus) 
S

6 S S/MIS
7
  S 

Fringed myotis  
(Myotis thysanodes) 

S S S --
8 

Hoary bat  
(Lasiurus cinereus) 

-- -- S -- 

Long-eared myotis  
(Myotis evotis) 

S -- -- -- 

Pallid bat  
(Antrozous pallidus) 

-- S -- -- 

Spotted bat  
(Euderma maculatum) 

S S S -- 

Swift fox  
(Vulpes velox) 

S S S -- 

Townsend's western big-eared bat   
(Corynorhinus townsendii townsendii) 

S S S S 

BIRDS (22) 

American bittern 
(Botaurus lentiginosus) 

-- S S -- 

American peregrine falcon  
(Falco peregrinus anatum) 

S S S S 

Baird's sparrow  
(Ammodramus bairdii) 

S S -- -- 

Bald eagle 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 

S S S S 

Brewer’s sparrow
5 

(Spizella breweri) 
S S S -- 

Burrowing owl
5 

(Athene cunicularia) 
S S S S 

Chestnut-collared longspur 
(Calcarius ornatus) 

-- S S -- 
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Table 5.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana 

BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

BIRDS Continued 

Ferruginous hawk
5 

(Buteo regalis) 
S S S -- 

Golden eagle 
(Aquila chrysaetos) 

-- S -- -- 

Grasshopper sparrow 
(Ammodramus savannarum) 

-- -- S -- 

Greater sage-grouse
5
  

(Centrocercus urophasianus) 
S S S/MIS S 

Loggerhead shrike 
(Lanius ludovicianus) 

S S S -- 

Long-billed curlew  
(Numenius americanus) 

S S S -- 

McCown’s longspur  
(Rhynchophanes mccownii) (formerly 

Calcarius) 
-- S S -- 

Mountain plover
5 

(Charadrius montanus) 
S S S -- 

Northern harrier 
(Circus cyaneus) 

-- -- S -- 

Plains sharp-tailed grouse 
(Tympanuchus phasianellus jamesi) 

-- -- MIS -- 

Sagebrush sparrow
5 

(Artemisiospiza nevadensis) 
S -- S -- 

Sage thrasher
5 

(Oreoscoptes montanus) 
S S -- -- 

Short-eared owl 
(Asio flammeus) 

-- -- S -- 

Sprague’s pipit  
(Anthus spragueii) 

-- S -- -- 

White-faced ibis  
(Plegadis chihi) 

S S -- -- 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS (6) 

Great plains toad  
(Anaxyrus cognatus) 

-- S -- S 

Greater short-horned lizard  
(Phrynosoma hernandesi) 

-- S -- S 
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Table 5.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana 

BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS Continued 

Milksnake 
(Lampropeltis triangulum) 

-- S -- S 

Northern leopard frog  
(Lithobates pipiens) 

S -- S -- 

Plains spadefoot  
(Spea bombifrons) 

-- S -- S 

Western (Plains) hog-nosed snake  
(Heterodon nasicus) 

-- S -- S 

PLANTS-SENSITIVE (6) 

Barr's milkvetch  
(Astragalus barrii) 

-- -- S S 

Common twinpod  
(Physaria didymocarpa var. lanata) 

-- -- S -- 

Iowa (prairie) moonwort 
(Botrychium campestre) 

-- -- S -- 

Porter's sagebrush  
(Artemisia porteri) 

S -- -- -- 

Prairie (Wyoming) dodder  
(Cuscuta plattensis) 

-- -- S -- 

Sidesaddle bladderpod  
(Lesquerella arenosa var. argillosa) 

S -- -- -- 

1 
Buffalo, Casper, and/or Newcastle BLM Field Office (BLM 2015b); 

2 
Miles City BLM Field Office (BLM 2014a); 

3 
Entire 

Thunder Basin National Grassland, portions of Medicine Bow-Routt and Black Hills National Forests (USFS 2013a); 
4 

Portions of Custer Gallatin National Forest (MNHP 2016, USFS 2011); 
5 
Covered Species under the Thunder Basin 

Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Conservation Strategy; 
6
 Sensitive Species; 

7
 Management Indicator Species; 

8
 Not 

applicable. 
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Table 6.  BLM and USFS species of concern (Sensitive and MIS) not carried forward for analysis.  

Species not analyzed include those that do not occur within the Action Area, those for which 

no habitat occurs within the Action Area, or those for which the actions considered will have 

no impact or an entirely beneficial impact within the area of influence for the species. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming  
BLM

1 
Montana  

BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

MAMMALS (10) 

American marten 
(Martes americana) 

--
5 -- S

6 -- 

Gray wolf 
(Canis lupus) 

-- S -- S 

Gunnison’s prairie dog 
(Cynomys gunnisoni) 

-- -- S -- 

Kit fox 
(Vulpes macrotis) 

-- -- S -- 

Northern river otter 
(Lontra canadensis) 

-- -- S -- 

Pygmy shrew 
(Sorex hoyi) 

-- -- S -- 

Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep 
(Ovis canadensis canadensis) 

-- -- S -- 

Water vole 

(Microtus richardsoni) 
-- -- S -- 

White-tailed prairie dog  
(Cynomys leucurus) 

S -- S  -- 

Wyoming pocket gopher 
(Thomomys clusius) 

-- -- S -- 

BIRDS (20) 

Black-backed woodpecker 
(Picoides arcticus) 

S S -- S 

Black swift 
(Cypseloides niger) 

-- -- S -- 

Black tern 
(Chlidonias niger) 

-- S S -- 

Blue-gray gnatcatcher 

(Polioptila caerulea) 
-- -- -- S 

Boreal owl 
(Aegolius funereus) 

-- -- S -- 

Caspian tern 
(Hydroprogne caspia) 

-- S -- -- 
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Table 6.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming  
BLM

1 
Montana  

BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

BIRDS Continued 

Cassin’s sparrow 
(Aimophila cassinii) 

-- -- S -- 

Columbian sharp-tailed grouse 
(Tympanuchus phasianellus columbianus) 

-- -- S -- 

Common tern 
(Sterna hirundo) 

-- S -- -- 

Flammulated owl 
(Otus flammeolus) 

-- -- S -- 

Franklin’s gull 
(Leucophocus pipixcan) 

-- S -- -- 

Harlequin duck 
(Histrionicus histrionicus) 

-- -- S S 

Lewis’s woodpecker 
(Melanerpes lewis) 

-- -- S -- 

Northern goshawk 

(Accipiter gentilis) 
S -- MIS

7 -- 

Olive-sided flycatcher 
(Contopus cooperi) 

-- -- S -- 

Purple martin 
(Progne subis) 

-- -- S -- 

Red-headed woodpecker 
(Melanerpes erythrocephalus) 

-- S -- -- 

Trumpeter swan 
(Cygnus buccinator) 

S -- -- -- 

Veery 
(Catharus fuscescens) 

-- S -- -- 

White-tailed ptarmigan 
(Lagopus leucura) 

-- -- S -- 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS (7) 

Black Hills redbelly snake 
(Storeria occipitomaculata pahasapae) 

-- -- S -- 

Boreal toad 
(Anaxyrus boreas boreas) 

-- -- S -- 

Columbia spotted frog 
(Rana luteiventris) 

S -- S -- 
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Table 6.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS Continued 

Plains leopard frog 
(Lithobates blairi) 

-- -- S -- 

Snapping turtle 
(Chelydra serpentina) 

-- S -- -- 

Spiny softshell turtle 
(Apalone spinifera) 

-- S -- -- 

Wood frog 
(Lithobates sylvaticus) 

-- -- S -- 

FISH (19) 

Bluehead sucker 
(Catostomus discobolus) 

-- -- S -- 

Colorado River cutthroat 
(Oncorhynchus clarkii pleuriticus) 

-- -- S -- 

Finescale dace  
(Chrosomus neogaeus)(a.k.a. Phoxinus 

neogaeus) 
-- -- S -- 

Flannelmouth sucker 
(Catostomus latipinnis) 

-- -- S -- 

Flathead chub 
(Platygobio gracilis) 

-- -- S -- 

Hornyhead chub 
(Nocomis biguttatus) 

-- -- S -- 

Iowa darter 
(Etheostoma exile) 

-- S -- -- 

Lake chub 
(Couesius plumbeus) 

-- -- S -- 

Mountain sucker 
(Catostomus platyrhynchus) 

-- -- S -- 

Northern redbelly dace (and cross with 

finescale dace)  
(Phoximus eos) and (Chrosomus eos) 

-- S S -- 

Paddlefish 
(Polyodon spathula) 

-- S -- -- 

Pearl dace 
(Margariscus margarita) 

-- -- S -- 

Plains minnow 
(Hybognathus placitus) 

-- -- S -- 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 187 

Table 6.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

FISH Continued 

Plains topminnow 
(Fundulus sciadicus) 

-- -- S -- 

Roundtail chub 
(Gila robusta) 

-- -- S -- 

Sauger 
(Sander canadensis) 

-- S S -- 

Southern redbelly dace 
(Phoxinus neogaeus) 

-- -- S -- 

Sturgeon chub 
(Macrhybopsis gelida) 

-- S S -- 

Yellowstone cutthroat trout 
(Oncorhynchus clarkii bouvieri) 

S -- S -- 

INVERTEBRATES (4) 

A mayfly  
(Raptoheptagenia cruentata) 

-- S -- -- 

Hudsonian emerald dragonfly 
(Somatochlora hudsonica) 

-- -- S -- 

Ottoe skipper 
(Hesperia ottoe) 

-- -- S -- 

Regal fritillary 
(Speyeria idalia) 

-- -- S -- 

PLANTS-SENSITIVE (24) 

American (Highbush) cranberry 
(Viburnum opulus var. americanum) 

-- -- S -- 

Cary’s beardtongue 
(Penstemon caryi) 

-- -- S -- 

Dropleaf (slender leaved) buckwheat 
(Eriogonum exilifolium) 

-- -- S -- 

Dwarf raspberry 
(Rubus arcticus ssp. acaulis) 

-- -- S -- 

Elliptic (slender, boreal) spikerush 
(Eleocharis elliptica) 

-- -- S -- 

Foxtail sedge 
(Carex alopecoidea) 

-- -- S -- 
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Table 6.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

PLANTS-SENSITIVE Continued 

Ground cedar 
(Lycopodium complanatum) 

-- -- S -- 

Heavy sedge 
(Carex gravida) 

-- -- -- S 

Laramie columbine 
(Aquilegia laramiensis) 

S -- S -- 

Laramie false sagebrush 
(Sphaeromeria simplex) 

S -- -- -- 

Large flower triteleia 
(Triteleia grandiflora) 

-- -- S -- 

Lesser panicled sedge 
(Carex diandra) 

-- -- S -- 

Lesser roundleaved orchid 
(Platanthera orbiculata) 

-- -- S -- 

Limber pine 
(Pinus flexilis) 

S -- S -- 

Livid sedge 
(Carex livida) 

-- -- S -- 

Many-stemmed spider-flower 
(Cleome multicaulis) 

S -- -- -- 

Park milkvetch 
(Astragalus leptaleus) 

-- -- S -- 

Peculiar moonwort 
(Botrychium paradoxum) 

-- -- S -- 

Plains (Hall’s) rough fescue 
(Festuca hallii) 

-- -- S -- 

Slender (Narrowleaf, Linearleaf) moonwort 
(Botrychium lineare) 

S -- S -- 

Tranquil goldenweed 
(Pyrrocoma clementis var. villosa) 

-- -- S -- 

Visher's buckwheat  
(Eriogonum visheri) 

-- -- S -- 

Williams’ wafer-parsnip 
(Cymopterus williamsii) 

S -- -- -- 
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Table 6.  Continued. 

Federal Agency Sensitive Species 

Agency 

Wyoming 

BLM
1 

Montana BLM
2 

Forest Service 
Region 2

3
 

(Wyoming) 

Forest Service 
Region 1

4
 

(Montana) 

PLANTS-SENSITIVE Continued 

Yellow lady’s slipper 
(Cypripedium parviflorum) 

-- -- S -- 

1 
Buffalo, Casper, and/or Newcastle BLM Field Office (BLM 2015b); 

2 
Miles City BLM Field Office (BLM 2014a); 

3 
Entire 

Thunder Basin National Grassland, portions of Medicine Bow-Routt and Black Hills National Forests (USFS 2013a).  Three 

(3) additional sensitive mammals, 1 bird, 1 reptile, 3 fish, 6 invertebrates, and 64 plant sensitive species were not included in 

Table 6 for USFS Region 2 because they are only found in locations (e.g., Colorado, western Wyoming, etc.), elevations (e.g., 

above 6,000 feet), or habitats (e.g., fens, bogs, etc.) so far outside the Action Area that they will not be impacted in any 

manner; 
4 
Portions of Custer Gallatin National Forest (MNHP 2016, USFS 2011); 

5 
Not applicable; 

6 
Sensitive; 

7 
Management 

Indicator Species. 
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Table 7.  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Birds of Conservation Concern for Bird Conservation Regions 

(BCR) overlapping the Action Area:  BCR 17 - Badlands and Prairies (91%), BCR 16 - 

Southern Rockies/Colorado Plateau (7.3%), and BCR 10 – Northern Rockies (1.7%).   

Species and BCR 
Covered by Conservation 

Strategy 

Associated with Sagebrush Steppe 

or Shortgrass Prairie within the 

Action Area 

American bittern
 BCR16,17 

(Botaurus lentiginosus) 
-- -- 

Baird’s sparrow
 BCR17 

(Ammodramus bairdii) -- X
1 

Bald eagle
BCR10,16,17 

(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 
-- -- 

Bendire’s thrasher
 BCR16 

(Toxostoma bendirei) -- -- 

Black-billed cuckoo
 BCR17 

(Coccyzus erythropthalmus) -- -- 

Black rosy-finch
 BCR10,16 

(Leucosticte atrata) -- -- 

Black swift
 BCR10 

(Cypseloides niger) -- -- 

Brewer’s sparrow
 BCR10,16,17 

(Spizella breweri) X X 

Brown-capped rosy-finch
 BCR16 

(Leucosticte australis) -- -- 

Burrowing owl
 BCR16,17 

(Athene cunicularia) X X 

Calliope hummingbird
 BCR10 

(Selasphorus calliope) -- -- 

Cassin’s finch
 BCR10,16 

(Haemorhous cassinii) -- -- 

Chestnut-collared longspur
 BCR16,17 

(Calcarius ornatus) -- X 

Dickcissel
 BCR17 

(Spiza americana) -- -- 

Ferruginous hawk
 BCR10,16,17 

(Buteo regalis) 
X X 

Flammulated owl
 BCR10,16 

(Psiloscops flammeolus) 
-- -- 

Golden eagle
 BCR16,17 

(Aquila chrysaetos) 
-- X 

Grace’s warbler
 BCR16 

(Setophaga graciae) -- -- 

Grasshopper sparrow
 BCR16,17 

(Ammodramus savannarum) -- X 
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Table 7.  Continued. 

Species and BCR 
Covered by Conservation 

Strategy 

Associated with Sagebrush Steppe 

or Shortgrass Prairie within the 

Action Area 
Gray vireo

 BCR16 
(Vireo vicinior) -- -- 

Gunnison sage-grouse
 BCR16 

(Centrocercus minimus) -- -- 

Horned grebe
 BCR17 

(Podiceps auritus) -- -- 

Juniper titmouse
 BCR16 

(Baeolophus ridgwayi) -- -- 

Lewis’s woodpecker
 BCR10,16,17 

(Melanerpes lewis) -- -- 

Loggerhead shrike
 BCR10,17 

(Lanius ludovicianus) -- X 

Long-billed curlew
 BCR10,16,17 

(Numenius americanus) -- X 

Marbled godwit
 BCR17 

(Limosa fedoa) -- -- 

McCown’s longspur
 BCR10,17 

(Rhynchophanes mccownii)  
(formerly Calcarius) 

-- X 

Mountain plover
 BCR16,17 

(Charadrius montanus) X X 

Olive-sided flycatcher
 BCR10 

(Contopus cooperi) 
-- -- 

Peregrine falcon
 BCR10,16,17 

(Falco peregrinus) 
-- -- 

Pinyon jay
 BCR16,17 

(Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus) -- -- 

Prairie falcon
 BCR16 

(Falco mexicanus) 
-- X 

Red-headed woodpecker
 BCR17 

(Melanerpes erythrocephalus) -- -- 

Sage thrasher
 BCR10,17 

(Oreoscoptes montanus) X X 

Sagebrush sparrow
 BCR10,17 

(Artemisiospiza nevadensis) X X 

Short-eared owl
 BCR17 

(Asio flammeus) -- X 

Snowy plover
 BCR16 

(Charadrius nivosus) -- -- 

Sprague’s pipit
 BCR17 

(Anthus spragueii) -- X
2 
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Table 7.  Continued. 

Species and BCR 
Covered by Conservation 

Strategy 

Associated with Sagebrush Steppe 

or Shortgrass Prairie within the 

Action Area 
Swainson’s hawk

 BCR10 
(Buteo swainsoni) -- X 

Upland sandpiper
 BCR10,17 

(Bartramia longicauda) -- X 

Veery
 BCR16 

(Catharus fuscescens) -- -- 

White-headed woodpecker
 BCR10 

(Picoides albolarvatus) -- -- 

Williamson’s sapsucker
 BCR10 

(Sphyrapicus thyroideus) -- -- 

Willow flycatcher
 BCR10,16 

(Empidonax traillii) -- -- 

Yellow-billed cuckoo
 BCR10,16 

(Coccyzus americanus) -- -- 

Yellow rail
 BCR17 

(Coturnicops noveboracensis) -- -- 

1 
Historical records limited to infrequent and likely seasonal (e.g., migrant) observations, with circumstantial evidence of 

nesting in one location. 
2 
Historical records limited to peripheral portion of Action Area in Montana.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 193 

Table 8.  Species ranked as Tier I or S1 by the Wyoming or Montana State Wildlife Action Plans and 

their analysis status in the Environmental Assessment.   

Species 
Wyoming Tier I/ Montana 

S1 Rank
1
 

Associated with Sagebrush Steppe 

or Shortgrass Prairie within the 

Action Area 

BIRDS (11)  

Black swift 
(Cypseloides niger) 

S1B -- 

Burrowing owl
2 

(Athene cunicularia) 
TI X 

Common loon 
(Gavia immer) 

TI -- 

Least tern 
(Sternula antillarum) 

S1B -- 

Mountain plover
2 

(Charadrius montanus) 
TI X 

Northern goshawk 
(Accipiter gentilis) 

TI -- 

Sharp-tailed grouse 

(Tympanuchus phasianellus) 
S1 (also S4) X 

Whooping crane 
(Grus americana) 

S1M -- 

MAMMALS (5) 

Arctic Shrew 

(Sorex arcticus) 
S1 (also S3) -- 

Black-footed ferret 
(Mustela nigripes) 

TI/S1 X 

Canada lynx 
(Lynx canadensis) 

TI -- 

White-tailed prairie dog 
(Cynomys leucurus) 

S1 -- 

Wyoming pocket gopher 
(Thomomys clusius) 

TI X 

FISH (14) 

Arctic grayling 
(Thymallus arcticus) 

S1 -- 

Bluehead sucker 
(Catostomus discobolus) 

TI -- 

Columbia River redband trout 
(Oncorhynchus mykiss gairdneri) 

S1 -- 

Flannelmouth sucker 
(Catostomus latipinnis) 

TI -- 

Kendall warm springs dace 
(Rhinichthys osculus thermalis) 

TI -- 

Pallid sturgeon 
(Scaphirhynchus albus) 

S1 -- 
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Table 8.  Continued. 

 

Species 
Wyoming Tier I/ Montana 

S1 Rank
1
 

Associated with Sagebrush Steppe 

or Shortgrass Prairie within the 

Action Area 

FISH Continued 

Roundtail chub 
(Gila robusta) 

TI -- 

Shortnose gar 
(Lepisosteus platostomus) 

S1 -- 

Sicklefin chub 
(Macrhybopsis meeki) 

S1 -- 

White sturgeon 
(Acipenser transmontanus) 

S1 -- 

AMPHIBIANS (3) 

Northern leopard frog  
(Lithobates pipiens) 

S1 (also S4)  

Wyoming toad 
(Bufo baxteri) 

TI -- 

REPTILES (1) 

Midget faded rattlesnake 
(Crotalus oreganus concolor) 

TI -- 

MOLLUSKS (2) 

Oreohelix mountain snail 
(Oreohelix spp.) 

TI -- 

1
 Tier 1/S1 indicates species of highest priority/high risk species.  S1B = At risk during breeding season; S1M = At risk only during migration through 

Montana.  Complete lists of Wyoming and Montana Species of Greatest Conservation Need identified in the respective State Wildlife Acton Plans 

are available at the following websites: 

  https://wgfd.wyo.gov/WGFD/media/content/PDF/Habitat/SWAP/SGCN_2017List.pdf (Wyoming).    

http://fwp.mt.gov/fishAndWildlife/conservationInAction/swap2015Plan.html (Montana). 
2  

Species that may occur in habitats where Conservation Measures may be implemented within the Action Area are indicated with an “X” and are 

analyzed in the Environmental Assessment. 

http://gf.state.wy.us/web2011/Departments/Wildlife/pdfs/SWAP_2010_FULL_OCT0003090.pdf
http://gf.state.wy.us/web2011/Departments/Wildlife/pdfs/SWAP_2010_FULL_OCT0003090.pdf
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Table 9.  Determinations of impact for species designated as Sensitive or Management Indicator Species by the Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM Manual 6840) or the U.S. Forest Service (USFS Manual 2670) and evaluated under the alternatives considered for the 

Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association’s Conservation Strategy, and primary justifications under the Proposed 

Action.  

Evaluated Species – Federal Agency Sensitive or MIS 

Impacts Determination Justification 

No Action 

Alternative
1 

Proposed 

Action 
Alternative 

C
1
  

Proposed Action Alternative
2 

MAMMALS (8) 

Black-tailed prairie dog
3,4

  
(Cynomys ludovicianus) 

May impact 

individuals
5 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take of 2,719 

black-tailed prairie dogs (average of 91 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.007% of the estimated 1.36 million prairie 

dogs within the 13.2 million acre Action Area 

Fringed myotis  
(Myotis thysanodes) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Hoary bat  
(Lasiurus cinereus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Long-eared myotis  
(Myotis evotis) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Pallid bat  
(Antrozous pallidus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Spotted bat  
(Euderma maculatum) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Swift fox  
(Vulpes velox) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Townsend's western big-eared bat   
(Corynorhinus townsendii townsendii) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 
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Table 9.  Continued. 

Evaluated Species – Federal Agency Sensitive or MIS 

Impacts Determination Justification 

No Action 

Alternative
1 

Proposed 

Action 
Alternative 

C
1
  

Proposed Action Alternative
2 

BIRDS (22) 

American bittern 
(Botaurus lentiginosus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

American peregrine falcon  
(Falco peregrinus anatum) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Baird's sparrow  
(Ammodramus bairdii) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Bald eagle 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Brewer’s sparrow
3 

(Spizella breweri) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take of 16,800 

Brewer’s sparrows (average of 560 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.06% of the estimated 1,000,000 birds within 

the 13.2 million acre Action Area 

Burrowing owl
3 

(Athene cunicularia) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take of 19 

burrowing owls (average of 1 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.1% of the estimated 800 birds within the 

13.2 million acre Action Area 

Chestnut-collared longspur 
(Calcarius ornatus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Ferruginous hawk
3 

(Buteo regalis) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

 Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take 

of 51 ferruginous hawks (average of 2 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.05% of the estimated 4,000 birds within the 

13.2 million acre Action Area 
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Table 9.  Continued. 

Evaluated Species – Federal Agency Sensitive or MIS 

Impacts Determination Justification 

No Action 

Alternative
1 

Proposed 

Action 
Alternative 

C
1
  

Proposed Action Alternative
2 

BIRDS Continued 

Golden eagle 
(Aquila chrysaetos) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Grasshopper sparrow 
(Ammodramus savannarum) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Greater sage-grouse
3,4

  
(Centrocercus urophasianus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take of 169 

sage-grouse (average of 6 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.1% of the estimated 5,750 birds within the 

13.2 million acre Action Area 

Loggerhead shrike 
(Lanius ludovicianus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Long-billed curlew  
(Numenius americanus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

McCown’s longspur  
(Rhynchophanes mccownii) (formerly Calcarius) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Mountain plover
3 

(Charadrius montanus) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

 Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take 

of 28 mountain plovers (average of 1 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.1% of the estimated 1,500 birds within the 

13.2 million acre Action Area 

Northern harrier 
(Circus cyaneus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Plains sharp-tailed grouse
4 

(Tympanuchus phasianellus jamesi) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 
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Table 9.  Continued. 

Evaluated Species – Federal Agency Sensitive or MIS 

Impacts Determination Justification 

No Action 

Alternative
1 

Proposed 

Action 
Alternative 

C
1
  

Proposed Action Alternative
2 

BIRDS Continued 

Red knot (Proposed for listing under ESA) 
(Calidris canutus rufa) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Sagebrush sparrow
3 

(Artemisiospiza nevadensis) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take of 25 

sagebrush sparrows (average of 1 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.05% of the estimated 2,000 birds within the 

13.2 million acre Action Area 

Sage thrasher
3 

(Oreoscoptes montanus) 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

 Limited risk of impacts; anticipated incidental take 

of 84 sage thrashers (average of 3 per year); equates to 

approximately 0.1% of the estimated 3,100 birds within the 

13.2 million acre Action Area 

Short-eared owl 
(Asio flammeus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Sprague’s pipit 
(Anthus spragueii) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

White-faced ibis  
(Plegadis chihi) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

foraging habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts 

minimized by nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS (6) 

Great plains toad  
(Anaxyrus cognatus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Greater short-horned lizard  
(Phrynosoma hernandesi) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 
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Table 9.  Continued. 

Evaluated Species – Federal Agency Sensitive or MIS 

Impacts Determination Justification 

No Action 

Alternative
1 

Proposed 

Action 
Alternative 

C
1
  

Proposed Action Alternative
2 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS Continued 

Northern leopard frog  
(Lithobates pipiens) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Milksnake 
(Lampropeltis triangulum) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Plains spadefoot  
(Spea bombifrons) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Western (Plains) hog-nosed snake  
(Heterodon nasicus) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

PLANTS-SENSITIVE (6) 

Barr's milkvetch  
(Astragalus barrii) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Common twinpod  
(Physaria didymocarpa var. lanata) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Iowa (prairie) moonwort 
(Botrychium campestre) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Porter's sagebrush  
(Artemisia porteri) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 

Prairie (Wyoming) dodder  
(Cuscuta plattensis) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 
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Table 9.  Continued. 

Evaluated Species – Federal Agency Sensitive or MIS 

Impacts Determination Justification 

No Action 

Alternative
1 

Proposed 

Action 
Alternative 

C
1
  

Proposed Action Alternative
2 

PLANTS-SENSITIVE Continued 

Sidesaddle bladderpod  
(Lesquerella arenosa var. argillosa) 

May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 
May impact 

individuals 

Minimal risk of impacts; limited, if any, disturbance of 

habitat; potential beneficial impacts; impacts minimized by 

nature of project (i.e., Conservation Measures) 
1 
Impacts under both the No Action alternative and Alternative C will be due to implementation of previously permitted energy development and operations, as well as non-

energy activities such as ranching (dominate land use) and the implementation of existing and proposed Conservation Measures within the Action Area.   
2 
While acknowledging the potential for incidental take of Covered Species, the Service has determined that implementation of the Association’s Conservation Strategy 

nonetheless meets the Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances standard (including the newly finalized policy) of achieving net conservation benefit for these 

species.  Given that Conservation Measures to be implemented within the Action Area for the Conservation Strategy are similar to those developed under Wyoming’s 

statewide approach, the Service likewise anticipates that estimated levels of incidental take under the Proposed Action are likely to be minimal during the term of the 

renewable Conservation Strategy or Section 10(a)(1)(A) permit. 
3 
Covered Species under the Association’s Conservation Strategy. 

4
 USFS Management Indicator Species. 
5 

May impact individuals but is not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or loss of viability within the Action Area. 
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9.0 APPENDIX 2 - CONSERVATION STRATEGY DOCUMENTS 

The following final documents comprise the Conservation Strategy and the implementing 

guidance documents of the Association.  These documents are available as internet downloads at 

http://www.tbgpea.org/index.php/resources/document-library: 

 Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances 

 Appendix A – Candidate Conservation Agreement 

 Appendix B – Conservation Agreement 

 Appendix C – Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measures 

 Appendix D – Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measures 

 Appendix E – Implementation Plan 

 Appendix F – Certificate of Inclusion/Certificate of Participation  

 Appendix G – Current Association Membership 

 Appendix H – Interagency Memorandum of Understanding 

 Appendix I – Definitions and Acronyms 
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10.0 APPENDIX 3 - OUTREACH 

This appendix documents outreach efforts to various individuals, groups, or agencies conducted 

by the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association for the purpose of facilitating 

support of, acceptance of, or participation in the Association’s Conservation Strategy or by the 

Service for the purpose of public input on the Proposed Action, including release of draft 

documents for public review and comment.  This outreach included targeted meetings and 

solicitation of input, as well as regular meetings for Association members and annual meetings 

with state and federal land and wildlife management agencies, representatives of elected 

officials, non-governmental organizations, and other interested parties to provide updates on the 

Association’s Conservation Strategy and other efforts on behalf of wildlife and natural resources. 

 

Federal, State, and Tribal Governments 

 Tribal Governments  

 Assiniboine and Sioux Tribes of Ft. Peck 

 Blackfeet Nation 

 Cheyenne River Sioux 

 Chippewa-Cree of Rocky Boys 

 Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 

 Confederated Tribes of the Goshute Reservation 

 Crow Creek Sioux 

 Crow Tribe 

 Eastern Shoshone 

 Flandreau Santee Sioux 

 Gros Ventre and Assiniboine Tribes of Ft. Belknap 

 Kickapoo Tribe 

 Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska 

 Lower Brule Sioux 

 Northern Arapahoe 

 Northern Cheyenne 

 Northwestern Band of Shoshoni Nation of Utah 

 Oglala Sioux 

 Omaha Tribe 

 Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah 

 Ponca Tribe of Nebraska 
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 Prairie Band of Potawatomi of Kansas 

 Rosebud Sioux 

 Sac and Fox Nation of Missouri 

 Santee Sioux Nation of Nebraska 

 Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 

 Skull Valley Band of Goshute Indians 

 Spirit Lake Sioux Tribe 

 Standing Rock Sioux 

 Southern Ute Indian Tribe 

 Three Affiliated Tribes 

 Trenton Indian Service Area, Board of Directors 

 Turtle Mountain Chippewa 

 Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska 

 Ute Indian Tribe 

 Ute Mountain Ute 

 Yankton Sioux 

 

 

Montana Governor’s Office, Helena 

 Office of Representative Lummis, Wyoming 

 Office of Senator Barraso, Wyoming 

 Office of Senator Enzi, Wyoming 

 State of Wyoming Sage-grouse Implementation Team 

 Wyoming Governor’s Office, Cheyenne 

 Wyoming Governor’s Office, Natural Resource Policy Group 

 

State and Federal Agencies 

 Bureau of Land Management, State Office 

 Bureau of Land Management, State Director, Don Simpson 

 Bureau of Land Management, Billings, Montana State Office 

 Bureau of Land Management, Miles City, Montana Field Office 

 Fish and Wildlife Service, Ecological Services, Helena, Montana  

 Fish and Wildlife Service, Ecological Services, Cheyenne, Wyoming 

 Fish and Wildlife Service, Regional Office, Denver, Colorado 
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 Montana Department of Environmental Quality, Helena, Montana 

 Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Helena 

 Montana Department of Natural Resource Conservation, Helena, Montana 

 Natural Resources Conservation Service – Local Working Group 

 Natural Resources Conservation Service, State Biologist, Brian Jensen 

 Office of Surface Mining, Western Region, Casper Field Office  

 Select Federal Natural Resource Commission 

 USDA Forest Service, MBRTB, Supervisor’s Office 

 Wyoming Department of Agriculture 

 Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality  

 Wyoming Game & Fish Department Headquarters, Cheyenne 

 Wyoming Game & Fish Department Regional Offices 

 

Wyoming Office of State Lands & Investments 

 

Local Governments and Agencies 

 Campbell County Commissioners 

 Campbell County Conservation District 

 Campbell County Weed & Pest District 

 Converse County Commissioners 

 Converse County Conservation District 

 Converse County Weed & Pest District 

 Crook County Commissioners 

 Crook County Conservation District 

 Crook County Weed & Pest District 

 Niobrara County Commissioners 

 Niobrara County Weed & Pest District 

 Statewide Conservation District Meeting 

 University of Wyoming Extension 

 Weston County Commissioners 

 Weston County Weed & Pest District 

 Wyoming State Legislators 

 

 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 205 

Appendix 3.  Continued. 

Non-governmental Organizations 

 Audubon Society of Wyoming 

 Biodiversity Conservation Alliance 

 Bird Conservancy of the Rockies 

 Defenders of Wildlife 

 Environmental Defense Fund 

 Humane Society of the U.S. 

 Mule Deer Foundation 

 National Wild Turkey Federation 

 Northeast Wyoming Sage-grouse Local Working Group 

 Powder River Basin Resource Council 

 Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation 

 The Nature Conservancy 

 Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association membership 

 University of Wyoming 

 Wild Earth Guardians 

 World Wildlife Fund 

 Wyoming Farm Bureau 

 Wyoming Wildlife Federation 

 Wyoming Mining Association 

 Wyoming Petroleum Association 

 Wyoming Stock Growers Association 

 

Wyoming Wool Growers Association 
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11.0 APPENDIX 4 - COMPONENTS OF THE AFFECTED 

ENVIRONMENT  

This table summarizes a coarse (first tier) filter analysis of resource issues that were considered 

for inclusion in this environmental assessment for additional analyses (second tier of analysis).  

This first tier of analysis considered whether a particular issue or resource area would be 

negatively impacted by any of the three alternatives considered in the Environmental 

Assessment.  Resource areas or issues that would not be negatively impacted by any of the three 

alternatives were not carried forward for analysis in the Environmental Assessment.  Only 

resource issues likely to be negatively affected, or resource areas or issues for which exists a 

regulatory requirement to consider (e.g., environmental justice), were carried forward for the 

second tier of analysis in the Environmental Assessment. 

Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Endangered, 

Threatened, 

Proposed, and 

Candidate 

Species
1
 

Carried forward 

for further 

analysis in the 

Environmental 

Assessment 

Refer to Appendix 1, Table 3 and Table 4, for a list of 

species reviewed.  See Chapter 3 through Chapter 5 

for further information.  Few endangered, threatened, 

proposed, or candidate species under the ESA have 

been documented in the Action Area or are associated 

primarily with sagebrush steppe or shortgrass prairie 

habitats.  No effect to the black-footed ferret, Ute 

ladies’-tresses, or northern long-eared bat is 

anticipated under any of the alternatives considered.   

 

Though not an immediate component of the 

alternatives considered, existing (No Action) or 

potential Conservation Measures such as the 

Conservation Strategy (Proposed Action) or 

individual conservation agreements (Alternative C) 

may incentivize implementation of certain 

Conservation Measures beneficial to black-tailed 

prairie dogs (a Covered Species) that also relate to the 

potential future reintroduction of the black-footed 

ferret.  Implementation of Conservation Measures 

under any of the alternatives also is anticipated to 

achieve indirect net benefit to these species by way of 

securing substantial blocks of habitat on which 

conservation value will be added. 

 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 207 

Appendix 4.  Continued. 

Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

BLM and USFS  

Sensitive Species
1
 

Carried forward 

for further 

analysis in the 

Environmental 

Assessment 

See Chapter 3 through Chapter 5 for further 

information.  Species considered for analysis include 

those species associated with sagebrush steppe or 

shortgrass prairie habitats and designated by the 

Bureau of Land Management as sensitive (BLM 

Manual 6840), by the U.S. Forest Service as Regional 

Forester’s sensitive species (USFS Manual 2670) 

(Appendix 1, Table 5).  Many sensitive species occur 

in isolated populations with restricted ranges or 

unique habitat associations that are either not present 

or will not be impacted within the Action Area (e.g., 

the sensitive plant species, Appendix 1, Table 6).   

 

Some disturbance related to implementation of 

Conservation Measures may impact terrestrial avian 

species, reptiles, or mammals.  However, in the case 

of all sensitive species, the impact of implementing 

Conservation Measures will be to secure substantial 

blocks of native habitats and enhance or restore those 

habitats, thus achieving net conservation benefit for 

sensitive species. 

 

Lethal take of the black-tailed prairie dog will occur 

as a consequence of allowable control of 

encroachment under all alternatives considered.  

Voluntary conservation of the black-tailed prairie dog 

by willing property owners is incentivized under 

existing programs (i.e., Rangewide Safe Harbor 

Agreement) associated with the No Action alternative 

and proposed conservation agreements under the 

Proposed Action and Alternative C.  An interagency 

Conservation Advisory Committee is in place to 

provide review of individual implementation plans 

associated with Certificates of Inclusion or 

Certificates of Inclusion/Certificates of Participation 

to ensure achievement of conservation benefit, 

including the use of Adaptive Management, as needed 

to achieve success. 
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Surface Water No Impact 

The Action Area contains a large number of 

constructed reservoirs and ponds, though most do not 

hold water year-round.  Larger reservoirs are 

comprised of Tongue River, Keyhole, and Glendo.  

The largest river system within the Action Area is the 

North Platte; other perennial streams and rivers 

include portions of the Tongue River, Powder River, 

Little Missouri, Little Powder, Belle Fourche, and the 

Cheyenne.  Many of these rivers do not flow year-

round, despite their perennial designations.  A limited 

number of conservation actions are intended to 

conserve riparian areas for the purpose of maintaining 

or enhancing brood habitats for the sage-grouse.  No 

impacts to surface waters in the Action Area are 

expected to occur as a result of implementation of 

Conservation Measures.  As the Service anticipates 

that the alternatives considered will not alter or reduce 

water quality or quantity, this issue was not carried 

forward for additional consideration. 

Ground Water No Impact 

As the Service does not anticipate that implementation 

of any of the alternatives considered would result in 

withdrawal of any groundwater or alter discharge to 

any source of groundwater, this issue was not carried 

forward for additional consideration. 

Wetlands /  

Riparian Zones 
No Impact  

As described above for Surface Water, many of the 

water resources within the Action Area do not retain 

water year-round.  Under the alternatives considered, 

a limited number of existing or proposed 

Conservation Measures are intended to conserve or 

enhance the availability of vegetated riparian habitats 

for the purpose of maintaining or enhancing sage-

grouse brood habitat, which is likely a limiting factor 

for this species within the Action Area.  As the 

Service anticipates that the alternatives considered 

will result in no impact, or beneficial impact, to 

wetlands or riparian areas, this issue was not carried 

forward for additional consideration. 
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Air No Impact 

Implementation of the alternatives considered will not 

result in any emissions that lower ambient air quality 

by elevating levels of ozone, particulates, or other 

pollutants.  Therefore, this issue was not carried 

forward for additional consideration. 

Cultural 

Resources 
No Impact 

Achievement of net benefit under the alternatives 

considered is predicated on the value of retaining 

agricultural use, particularly ranching, as the dominant 

land use in the region.  Implementation of existing 

(under the No Action alternative) or proposed 

Conservation Measures (under the Proposed Action or 

Alternative C) is unlikely to result in substantial 

ground disturbance that will compromise any cultural 

resources.  Minor ground disturbance may result from 

implementing Conservation Measures that require the 

moving of fences or removal of existing vertical 

structures.   

 

The Service will consider potential impacts to cultural 

resources during review of individual Certificates of 

Inclusion or Certificates of Inclusion/Certificates of 

Participation under all alternatives, whether through 

its own agency (under the No Action alternative and 

Alternative C) or as part of an interagency 

Conservation Advisory Committee under the 

Proposed Action.  This consideration prior to 

implementation of Conservation Measures will assist 

in identifying any potential impact to cultural 

resources and modifying plans accordingly.   

 

Because the Service anticipates no impact to cultural 

resources as a consequence of implementing 

Conservation Measures associated with the 

alternatives considered, this issue was not carried 

forward for additional consideration.  However, in 

accordance with federal Cultural Resources Protection 

Laws (Section 106), if any cultural materials are 

discovered during implementation of Conservation 

Measures under the Conservation Strategy, work in 

the area shall halt immediately and the Service (307-  
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Cultural 

Resources 

(continued) 

 

772-2374) and State Historic Preservation Office 

(307-777-7697) shall be contacted.  Work in the area 

may not resume until the materials have been 

evaluated and adequate measures for their protection 

or collection have been taken. 

Farm and Ranch 

Lands (Livestock 

Grazing)
1
 

Carried forward 

for further 

analysis in the 

Environmental 

Assessment 

No significant change in land use of farm and ranch 

lands within the Action Area is anticipated under any 

of the alternatives considered.  Modification of 

grazing plans may, however, occur as a result of 

voluntary participation in the implementation of 

Conservation Measures under each alternative.  

Voluntary participation in these measures may 

preclude the unnecessary and irreversible conversion 

of farm and ranch lands to non-agricultural uses.  

Consequently, implementation of Conservation 

Measures may facilitate sustainable ranching 

practices. 

Soils No Impact 

Implementation of existing or proposed Conservation 

Measures is unlikely to involve substantial ground 

disturbance.  Numerous Conservation Measures 

associated with the alternatives considered are directly 

intended to conserve, enhance, or restore native 

vegetative cover, consequently conserving soil 

resources.  For example, Conservation Measures 

under each alternative include the conversion of non-

native grasses, such as cheatgrass, to a native grass 

and forb community.  Other Conservation Measures 

include the management of grazing to retain a taller 

herbaceous component so as to enhance residual 

nesting cover for sage-grouse.  The maintenance of 

native vegetative communities will indirectly serve to 

maintain soil health.  As the Service anticipates that 

the implementation of Conservation Measures is most 

likely to result in a net benefit to soil resources, this 

issue was not carried forward for additional 

consideration. 
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Hazardous 

Materials  
No Impact 

Implementation of the actions considered here are not 

anticipated to generate hazardous materials or waste.  

Shortgrass prairie Conservation Measures may 

include actions to control sylvatic plague in black-

tailed prairie dog colonies (a Covered Species).  This 

may include use of the insecticide DeltaDust, to 

control fleas, and the use of an oral plague vaccine.  

Use will be consistent with partner agency (USFS 

2009b, Service 2013e) analyses and decision 

documents; that is, these analyses should be 

considered as incorporated by reference. 

It is not anticipated that implementation of the 

Conservation Strategy  will result in increased 

rodenticide use beyond current levels needed to 

control encroachment of prairie dogs where they may 

impact existing infrastructure on Enrolled Property.  

The use of anti-coagulant rodenticides will not be 

used by Conservation Strategy Participants on 

Enrolled Property.  Consistent with the partner 

agencies’ analyses and decision documents, use of 

rodenticides on Enrolled Property will be limited to 

zinc-phosphide based compounds (USFS 2009b); that 

is, these analyses should be considered as 

incorporated by reference. 

On-going efforts to control non-native and invasive 

plants (e.g., cheatgrass) will continue using 

glyphosate-based herbicides.  These are restricted-use 

herbicides.  Use of these compounds on Enrolled 

Property will be consistent with the partner agencies’ 

practice as described within their respective analyses 

and decision documents (BLM 2007c, USFS 2015a, 

b); that is, these analyses should be considered as 

incorporated by reference. 

Use of bacteria (e.g., Bacillus thuriengensis) or 

growth inhibitors to control mosquito larvae will 

occur in accordance with their over-the-counter label 

direction.  Use will only occur in closed systems such 

as stock watering reservoirs. 
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Hazardous 

Materials 

(continued) 

 

Any control of grasshoppers or Mormon crickets will 

be guided by the Reduced Area and Agent Treatments 

protocol developed by the Univ. of Wyoming – This 

protocol is an internationally recognized method of 

Integrated Pest Management for rangeland 

grasshoppers in which the rate of insecticide is 

reduced from levels recommended by the label, and 

untreated and treated swaths are alternated.  Use of 

this protocol has already been evaluated by the partner 

agencies; these analyses should be considered as 

incorporated by reference (BLM 2010c). 

Use of any of the above products will be in strict 

accordance with their respective registrations and 

label restrictions, where applicable (e.g., herbicide 

use).  Given these considerations, and the analyses 

already conducted by the partner agencies, this issue 

was not carried forward for additional consideration. 

Wild-Scenic 

Rivers 
No Impact 

No designated Wild and Scenic Rivers occur within 

the Action Area.  Therefore, this issue was not carried 

forward for additional consideration. 

Environmental 

Justice
1
 

Carried forward 

for further 

analysis in the 

Environmental 

Assessment** 

Low-income, minority populations are, in practical 

terms, absent in northeastern Wyoming and 

southeastern Montana.  Tribal lands occur outside of 

the Action Area, but tribes in that proximity have been 

contacted.   

 

 

Extensive outreach was conducted to educate the 

public about the intent and conservation value of the 

Conservation Strategy associated with the Proposed 

Action, as well as the differences among the 

alternatives considered.  This entailed engaging 

numerous agencies, industries, property owners, 

organizations, local governments, and other 

stakeholders through a series of targeted meetings, 

electronic exchanges of information, and through 

broader public input opportunities throughout the 

process of developing the Conservation Strategy.  The  
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Environmental 

Justice
1 

(continued) 

 

Association solicited input on both the initial 

development and final refinement of the Conservation 

Measures from numerous agencies such as the 

Service, BLM, USFS, NRCS, and WGFD.  Input also 

was sought from local and regional experts on the 

Covered Species, Association members, local 

property owners, as well as numerous non-

governmental organizations such as Audubon 

Wyoming, The Nature Conservancy, Wyoming 

Wildlife Federation, and Biodiversity Conservation 

Alliance, among others.  The Association also 

presented a summary of the Conservation Strategy to 

multiple Conservation Districts, Weed and Pest 

Districts, non-governmental organizations, federal and 

state legislators, and federal and state agencies in 

Montana.   

 

Participation in conservation programs is entirely 

voluntary.  Consequently, adverse human health or 

environmental effects related to implementation of 

conservation actions are not expected to impact 

minority populations, low-income populations, or 

Native American Tribes.  

 

A summary of the outreach effort is provided in the 

appendices to the Conservation Strategy (Appendix 3 

of this document). 

Human Health  No Impact 

Occasionally, property owners within the range of 

prairie dogs (Cynomys spp.) express reservations 

concerning the possibility of transmission of sylvatic 

plague to humans as a consequence of susceptibility 

of these species to this disease.  The Center for 

Disease Control does not consider plague to be a 

serious human health risk 

(http://www.cdc.gov/plague/).   

Although property owners may voluntarily participate 

in the conservation of the black-tailed prairie dog to 

varying degrees under the alternatives considered, 

conservation is unlikely to alter the distribution of 

plague within the Action Area.  Should plague  

http://www.cdc.gov/plague/
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Human Health 

(continued) 
 

management be adopted as a Conservation Measure 

related to reintroduction of the black-footed ferret, this 

may lessen risk of disease transmission to humans. 

 

No adverse impacts to human health are anticipated as 

a consequence of implementing Conservation 

Measures associated with the Proposed Action.  

Therefore, this issue was not carried forward for 

additional consideration. 

Socioeconomics
1
 

Carried forward 

for further 

analysis in the 

Environmental 

Assessment 

As above, some modification of grazing plans may 

occur as a consequence of implementation of 

Conservation Measures.  For example, in certain areas 

where enhancing nesting habitat for sage-grouse has 

been identified as a priority, a greater residual height 

of vegetation may be retained to ensure adequate 

nesting habitat.  Implementation of Conservation 

Measures, such as the restoration of cheatgrass 

infested rangelands to native vegetation, may improve 

wildlife habitat while facilitating sustainable range 

management.  Sustainable grazing, supported by 

consistent monitoring of range condition, on federal 

lands where Conservation Measures are implemented 

may facilitate future consideration of permit renewals. 

Wilderness No Impact 

Conservation activities will not occur in designated 

wilderness areas.  No wilderness areas are designated 

within the Action Area.  Therefore, this issue was not 

carried forward for additional consideration. 

Mining  

Operations /   

Energy 

Development 

No Impact 

The Conservation Measures and associated activities 

considered herein will not impact existing mining 

operations.  All federal decisions related to 

development of the mineral estate are actions 

independent of this decision to issue a Section 

10(a)(1)(A) permit related to the implementation of 

conservation actions.  Federal leasing and permitting 

related to the mineral estate will be required to 

comply with any necessary environmental analyses 

related to the NEPA or the ESA.  Therefore, these  
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Resource Decision Rationale for Decision 

Mining  

Operations /   

Energy 

Development 

(continued) 

 

independent federal actions were not considered in 

this evaluation of the potential impacts of 

implementing Conservation Measures under the 

Conservation Strategy. 

Climate No Impact 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(2007) predicted that changes in the global climate 

system during the 21st century are very likely to be 

larger than those observed during the 20
th

 century.  

For the next two decades, a warming of about 

0.2°Celsius (~32°F) per decade is projected 

(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007).  

Afterwards, temperature projections increasingly 

depend on specific emission scenarios 

(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007).  

None of the alternatives, all of which are intended to 

serve as vehicles of conservation delivery, are likely 

to alter the effects of climate change within the Action 

Area.  Therefore, this issue was not carried forward 

for additional consideration. 

1
Resource areas identified for further consideration within the Environmental Assessment. 

**
Although no impact related to Environmental Justice is anticipated, the requirement for federal agencies to consider 

this issue mandates it be identified for further consideration in the Environmental Assessment. 
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12.0 APPENDIX 5 - REPRESENTATIVE PHOTOS – MINE LAND 

RECLAMATION 

A. Grassland reclamation, using native species common to the Action Area, by coal companies 

participating in the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association’s 

Conservation Strategy.  Participating companies must achieve conservation benefit on 

reclaimed mine lands beyond regulatory requirements.  In addition, they must provide 

conservation benefit elsewhere, as informed by an interagency Conservation Advisory 

Committee tasked with identifying Conservation Priority Areas within the Action Area. 
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B. Grassland reclamation, using native species common to the Action Area, by coal companies 

participating in the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association’s Conservation 

Strategy.  Participating companies must achieve conservation benefit on reclaimed mine 

lands beyond regulatory requirements.  In addition, they must provide conservation benefit 

elsewhere, as informed by an interagency Conservation Advisory Committee tasked with 

identifying Conservation Priority Areas within the Action Area. 
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C. Sagebrush steppe reclamation, using native species common to the Action Area, by coal 

companies participating in the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association’s 

Conservation Strategy.  Participating companies must achieve conservation benefit on 

reclaimed mine lands beyond regulatory requirements.  In addition, they must provide 

conservation benefit elsewhere, as informed by an interagency Conservation Advisory 

Committee tasked with identifying Conservation Priority Areas within the Action Area. 
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D. Sagebrush steppe reclamation, using native species common to the Action Area, by coal 

companies participating in the Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association’s 

Conservation Strategy.  Participating companies must achieve conservation benefit on 

reclaimed mine lands beyond regulatory requirements.  In addition, they must provide 

conservation benefit elsewhere, as informed by an interagency Conservation Advisory 

Committee tasked with identifying Conservation Priority Areas within the Action Area. 
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13.0 APPENDIX 6 - LIST OF PREPARERS 

Clark D. McCreedy  

Partnership Coordinator, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 5353 Yellowstone Road, 

Cheyenne, WY  82009.  clark_mccreedy@fws.gov. 

Contaminant Specialist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 2651 Coolidge Road, Suite 101, 

East Lansing, MI  48823.  clark_mccreedy@fws.gov  (current contact info). 

Gwyn McKee  

President/Principal Biologist, Great Plains Wildlife Consulting, Inc., 70 Upper Prairie 

Dog Rd, Banner, WY 82832.  g_mckee@vcn.com (formerly Thunderbird Wildlife 

Consulting, Inc.). 

Bradley Rogers 

Fish and Wildlife Biologist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 1425 Fort Street, Buffalo, 

WY 82834.  brad_rogers@fws.gov. 
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14.0 APPENDIX 7 – THUNDER BASIN GRASSLANDS PRAIRIE 

ECOSYSTEM ASSOCIATION APPENDIX C – SAGEBRUSH 

STEPPE CONSERVATION MEASURES 
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Sagebrush Steppe 
Conservation Measures 

 for 

Greater Sage-grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) 
Sagebrush Sparrow (Artemisiospiza nevadensis) 

Brewer’s Sparrow (Spizella breweri) 
Sage Thrasher (Oreoscoptes montanus) 
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The Association has developed a Strategy intended to purposefully place conservation effort within the 

Coverage Area where it is most likely to achieve durable conservation benefit.  The Strategy includes 

Conservation Measures which are consistent with the FWS approved Greater Sage-grouse Umbrella 

CCAA for Wyoming Ranch Management (Statewide CCAA), while also addressing the multiple threats, 

including energy development, identified in the final report of the Greater Sage-grouse Conservation 

Objectives Team (COT).  The following Sagebrush Steppe Assemblage threats and associated 

Conservation Measures are listed below using the FWS’s five threat factors to categorize the threats and 

their respective Conservation Measures: 

Factor A: The present or threatened destruction, modification, or curtailment of habitat or range;  

Factor B: Overutilization for commercial, recreational, scientific, or education purposes;  

Factor C: Disease and predation;  

Factor D: Inadequacy of existing regulatory mechanisms; and 

Factor E: Other natural or manmade factors affecting the species' continued existence. 

It is the intent of the Association to provide for heterogeneity on a landscape level while supporting 

local homogeneity in specific sites across the Coverage Area.  The Conservation Measures indicated 

below deal with species that primarily favor the sagebrush steppe ecotype.  Conservation Measures 

should begin within 1 year of signing the CI or CI/CP document.  Implementation of all Conservation 

Measures should be underway within 5 years of signing.  Specific timelines and exceptions will be 

agreed upon and documented in each CI or CI/CP.  See Appendix E for specific details on required point 

values, timing, and other information on implementation of Conservation Measures. 
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FACTOR A.  The Present or Threatened Destruction, Modification, or 

Curtailment of Habitat or Range. 

Habitat Fragmentation and Destruction 

Conversion of Suitable Habitat 

A1 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Modification of lands from wildfire, poorly reclaimed energy 

developments, and conversion of sagebrush habitat to agriculture use (including grassland 

monocultures) are primary sources of habitat fragmentation and degradation across the Coverage Area, 

especially in areas where suitably deep soils and adequate water are available.  These and similar 

modifications have reduced known and potential habitat for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or wintering 

birds.  Within the Coverage Area, most of the farming activity occurred during the 1920s and 1930s and 

a majority of these areas, along with natural wildfire scars, were poorly reclaimed, if they were 

reclaimed at all.  This has created areas of fragmentation and degradation depending on the site. 

A1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Design and implement treatments to bring native 

sagebrush-grassland species to desired conditions on a collective 320 acres of disturbed lands utilizing 

appropriate tools (e. g. seeding, sagebrush plantings, grazing management, herbicide, etc.) [up to 6 

points depending on proximity to lek, connectivity, and surrounding habitat conditions, up to 26 points if 

more than 1 life-cycle habitat is addressed (e.g., nesting/brood-rearing, late brood-rearing/winter, etc.)] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Conduct baseline monitoring to determine existing conditions and compare to current 

guidelines (BLM Habitat Assessment Framework, etc.) height and cover by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres, minimum of 4 

 Specify details of selected treatment methods including control of invasive species if necessary 

 Commit to implement and ensure success of sagebrush treatment 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 80 acres, minimum of 4 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 15; 

report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat treatment areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years1 to verify treatment area trend 

A1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Commit to no additional conversion of sagebrush 

rangeland to cropland (including grassland monocultures such as crested wheat) on enrolled lands [1 - 6 

                                                 
1
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends. 
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points depending on the history of conversion and extent of cropland currently within the CI or CI/CP; 1 

additional point if area is within 5 miles of an active sage-grouse lek]. 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map existing land configuration specifying existing land use 

 Document likelihood of changes in land configuration or use if not for the agreement to 

implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to not convert additional sagebrush rangeland to cropland 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report any changes in land configuration or use to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify land use 

A1 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Protection, establishment or reestablishment of native sagebrush-

grassland plant communities will reduce fragmentation and/or degradation, thus increasing potential 

foraging, nesting, brood-rearing or other uses by sagebrush obligates.  This will benefit nest 

establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity. 

Energy Development:  Mining 

A2 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Sagebrush stands that meet mine bond release criteria for shrub density 

may not meet the optimal sagebrush density or canopy cover for sagebrush steppe habitat.  This 

reduces potential habitat for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use and is a lost opportunity to 

provide habitat that is better suited to sagebrush obligates. 

A2 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Increase and sustain the extent of sagebrush and forb 

mosaic re-establishment on mined land reclamation above the minimum required and approved 

acreage in the permit-to-mine.  Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until 

successful as compared to adjacent non-mined areas [2 points for every 100 percent increase above the 

minimum approved acreage, minimum 40 collective acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map increased areas of sagebrush/forb habitat to be established 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to increase sagebrush and forb mosaic re-establishment on mine lands as described and 

ensure success of re-establishment 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Provide excerpt of DEQ report detailing increased sagebrush/forb area parameters 

 Photograph sagebrush/forb habitat annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify habitat practices 

A2 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Increasing the area and extent of sagebrush stands in coal mine 

reclamation increases the potential total sagebrush steppe habitat and increases the likelihood for 

reclamation use by sagebrush obligates for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

 

A3 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Use of non-native plant species for coal mine reclamation seeding of 

approved pasturelands in the postmine reclamation plan results in vegetation communities that are not 

conducive to sagebrush obligate use, and represent lost potential sagebrush steppe habitat.  Non-native 

reclamation reduces the available habitat for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

A3 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Substitute native sagebrush grassland seed mix in lieu of 

re-establishing the post-mine improved pasture acreage allowed by the approved reclamation plans in 

the permit-to-mine.  Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until successful as 

compared to adjacent areas [3 points for every 80 acres of improved pasture acreage seeded with a 

sagebrush-grassland mix] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map proposed areas of sagebrush grassland establishment 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to implement proposed seeding and ensure success of seeding 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Provide excerpt of DEQ report detailing sagebrush grassland area parameters 

 Photograph sagebrush grassland habitat annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 
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 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify habitat practices 

A3 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Forgoing the approved option to establish pastureland acreage in 

reclamation and instead reclaiming with native species will increase the quality of the reclamation for 

sagebrush obligates, thus increasing the likelihood for reclamation use by sagebrush obligates for 

nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

 

A4 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Disturbances can create sagebrush habitat fragmentation and inhibit 

sagebrush obligate use and sage-grouse movement between undisturbed areas.  Sage-grouse, 

particularly non-migratory populations, require extensive areas of habitat to allow movement and 

seasonal selection of habitat areas for breeding, brood-rearing, overwintering, etc..  Sagebrush obligates 

can abandon use of fragmented habitat and nesting and brood-rearing success and/or winter use 

capacity is reduced. 

A4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Incorporate landscape scale sagebrush obligate lifecycle 

needs into mine reclamation plans.  This requires establishing connections between reclamation and 

surrounding native sagebrush areas and integrating sagebrush, grassland, and forb plantings with each 

other and with reclamation topography [6 points for integrated reclamation plan covering entire mine, 

minimum 640 contiguous acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and potential areas of connection to native 

habitat 

 Provide portion of plan describing voluntary integrated habitat reclamation 

 Commit to implementing integrated habitat reclamation 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  4 per 640 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph points annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; provide 

digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Report sage-grouse use of area through pellet count surveys (include GPS track along with 

location and description of pellets) or other sagebrush obligate wildlife monitoring to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify reclamation efforts 

A4 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Creating intact habitat blocks reduces habitat fragmentation and 

maintains or potentially increases nesting and brood-rearing success and/or winter use capacity.  

Establishing planned habitat linkages within reclaimed areas will increase the movement of sage-grouse 

between use areas.  It will also increase the habitat use capacity by effectively minimizing fragmentation 

factors and essentially increasing the habitat tract boundaries.  This increases the likelihood that 

sagebrush obligates will use the larger undisturbed areas for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 
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Energy Development:  Non-renewable 

A5 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  High density oil and gas facilities can contribute to habitat fragmentation.  

Sagebrush obligates can abandon use of fragmented habitat and nesting and brood-rearing success 

and/or winter use capacity is reduced. 

A5 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Limit surface disturbance to 5 percent or less of suitable 

sagebrush steppe habitat per 640 acres in non-core areas by reducing drill site area and density through 

multi-well drilling pads, directional drilling, consolidated pipeline/road/utility corridors, closed loop 

drilling mud recovery systems, or other appropriate methods [9 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and existing surface disturbance areas 

 Specify details of activities selected to limit surface disturbance 

 Commit to limit surface disturbance to 5 percent or less of suitable sagebrush steppe habitat per 

640 acres. 

 Document current drill site size, drilling density, and likelihood of new oil and gas facilities if not 

for the agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report activities to limit surface disturbance to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph each activity to limit surface disturbance annually; provide digital photograph(s) to 

the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify use of activities to limit 

surface disturbance 

A5 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing the disturbance footprint and resulting habitat fragmentation 

due to high density oil and gas facilities will protect intact habitat blocks and habitat connectivity.  This 

will maintain and potentially increase nesting and brood-rearing success and/or improve winter use 

capacity. 

 

A6 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Oil and gas well pad establishment can contribute to habitat loss and 

fragmentation as they often remove sagebrush habitat.  Unless multi-well pads are used, habitat impact 

increases with well pad size as the larger the pad the greater the habitat removed.  Reduced or 

fragmented sagebrush steppe habitat results in reduced nest establishment and success, reduced 

brood-rearing success, and/or reduced winter capacity. 

A6 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Commit to multi-well pads or new well pad areas in 

sagebrush habitat that average less than 80 percent of average pre-Agreement pad size [4 points for 

entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document current average drill site size, drilling density, and likelihood of new oil and gas 

facilities if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 
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 Commit that all new wells constructed will be multi-well pads or average less than 80 percent of 

average pre-Agreement pad size 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report new drill site size for each well along with drilling density to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify drill site size and drilling 

density 

A6 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Commit to utilizing drill pad mats on all level sites in 

suitable sagebrush habitat [5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of new oil and gas facilities if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Commit to use drill pad mats on all suitable sites in sagebrush habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report mat implementation details (drill site size, mat dimensions, and deployment 

methodologies, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Photograph drill pad mats utilized during the year; provide digital photograph(s) to the 

Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once a year to verify drill pad mat utilization 

A6 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing well pad size or impact, with corresponding reduced habitat 

loss from current practices, will result in increased sagebrush obligate use capacity.  This will favorably 

affect nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter capacity. 

Facilities:  Detrimental Siting Due to Lack of Information 

A7 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Lack of information on sagebrush obligate use areas and/or sagebrush 

habitat can result in inadvertent fragmentation from placement of roads, power lines, fences, or other 

detrimental infrastructure within critical distances of suitable sagebrush steppe habitat.  This can cause 

sagebrush obligates to use marginal habitats resulting in reduced success in nest establishment, brood 

survivorship, and/or winter survivorship. 

A7 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Collect information necessary to maintain and update 

sagebrush steppe habitat maps and report to the Association at least annually.  This information 

includes recording GPS locations of incidental sightings and conducting 1/2 mile of sage-grouse pellet 

counts in each pasture within 6 miles of known sage-grouse leks.  Where applicable, the participating 

member will utilize this information for surface use purposes to avoid new habitat fragmentation and/or 

remove existing infrastructure that may cause habitat fragmentation.  The Association will report this 

information to appropriate agencies annually [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area, additional points are 

possible if identified habitat use areas are permanently protected from fragmentation through a 

conservation easement] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Collect information necessary to maintain and update sagebrush steppe habitat maps and 

report to the Association at least annually.  This information includes recording GPS locations of 

incidental sightings and conducting 1/2 mile of sage-grouse pellet counts in each pasture within 

6 miles of known sage-grouse leks.   

 GPS location of existing sage-grouse leks and map of known sagebrush obligate use areas 

 Identify pastures where pellet counts will be conducted 

 Commit to utilize this information for surface use purposes to avoid new fragmentation of 

sagebrush habitat and/or remove existing infrastructure that may cause habitat fragmentation 

where applicable 

Reporting Requirements: 

 GPS location of incidental sightings including number of birds; report to the Association after 

each sighting (preferred) or no later than December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 GPS track of sage-grouse pellet survey route including location and description of pellets; report 

to the Association after each survey (preferred) or no later than December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Document how information was utilized for surface use purposes; report to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

A7 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Conduct sage-grouse collaring studies, daily lek usage 

studies, nesting studies, genetic testing, resource selection functions, environmental analysis, or other 

studies necessary to maintain and update sagebrush obligate life cycle information and habitat use 

maps.  Where applicable, the participating member will utilize this information to avoid new habitat 

fragmentation and/or remove existing infrastructure that may cause habitat fragmentation.  The 

Association will report this information to appropriate agencies annually and will attempt to publish 

pertinent information in a timely manner [4 points per annual study, depending on study parameters; 

additional points are possible if identified habitat use areas are permanently protected from 

fragmentation through a conservation easement] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Conduct sage-grouse collaring studies, daily lek usage studies, nesting studies, genetic testing, 

resource selection functions, environmental analysis, or other studies necessary to maintain and 

update sagebrush obligate life cycle information and habitat use maps   

 GPS location of existing sage-grouse leks and map of known sagebrush obligate use areas 

 Commit to avoid new habitat fragmentation and/or remove existing infrastructure that may 

cause habitat fragmentation where applicable 

 Identify study parameters (location, timing, objectives, etc.) 

Reporting Requirements: 

 Participating member will provide a summary report of studies to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 231 

 A complete report which includes all collected data will be provided to the Association within 90 

days of project completion 

 Document how information was utilized for surface use purposes; report to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

A7 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Active collection of sagebrush obligate use and sagebrush habitat 

information will reduce fragmentation of suitable habitat by increasing the identification of suitable 

habitats, allowing for better planning, maintenance, and conservation of these areas.  The Association 

will use this information to update and disseminate habitat maps to its members, thereby reducing the 

potential for placement of infrastructure in or near suitable sagebrush steppe habitats.  This will 

improve the potential for nesting and brood-rearing success and/or capacity of winter habitat. 

Facilities:  High Profile and Vertical Structures 

A8 Sage-grouse Threat:  High-profile, above-ground facilities and vertical structures (such as power 

lines, substations, guy wires, compressor stations, storage tanks, and communication towers) reduce 

suitability of sage-grouse habitat.  Sage-grouse avoid these facilities causing reduced use or 

abandonment of suitable seasonal sage-grouse habitats.  This can reduce sage-grouse lek attendance 

and even cause leks to be abandoned.  For example, power line avoidance by sage-grouse could force 

the birds away from prime brood-rearing habitat into marginal habitat resulting in reduced brood 

survivorship rates and reducing the overall population recruitment.  Additionally, above-ground facilities 

can cause sage-grouse injuries or fatalities from direct collisions. 

A8 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure A:  Avoid siting facilities or vertical structures within 6/10 mile of 

sage-grouse leks [2 points for each lek; 2 additional points for expanding facility avoidance radius to 1 

mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek locations 

 Commit to avoid siting facilities or vertical structures within 6/10 mile of sage-grouse leks 

 Document likelihood of new facilities or vertical structures if not for the agreement to 

implement the Conservation Measure 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:   

 Map any new facilities or vertical structures within 6/10 or 1 mile of sage-grouse leks; report 

new facilities or submit a "no new facilities" statement to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities and 

vertical structures 

 

A8 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure B:  Within 6/10 mile of sage-grouse leks, commit to reducing 

existing high-profile, above-ground facilities and vertical structures by undertaking activities such as 

burying power lines whenever possible, removing vertical structures such as abandoned buildings and 

power poles, etc. [1 point for each lek within the CI or CI/CP area; 1 additional point for expanding 

facility reduction radius to 1 mile] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek locations and map Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Map existing facilities and vertical structures within 6/10 or 1 mile of sage-grouse leks 

 Identify facility and/or structure removal plan and timeline 

 Commit to reduce existing high-profile, above ground facilities and vertical structures 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Provide facility and/or structure removal progress report to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify facility and/or structure 

removal 

A8 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure C:  Avoid siting high-profile, above-ground facilities and vertical 

structures within suitable habitat [up to 5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area depending on acreage and 

habitat quality] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek locations and map Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Document likelihood of new facilities or vertical structures if not for the agreement to 

implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to avoid siting facilities within suitable habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report new facilities or submit a "no new facilities" statement to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify absence of high-profile, 

above-ground facilities and vertical structures 

A8 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure D:  Within suitable habitat, commit  to reducing high-profile, 

above-ground facilities and vertical structures by undertaking activities such as burying power lines 

whenever possible, removing vertical structures such as abandoned buildings and power poles, siting 

facilities to limit raptor use. etc. [up to 5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area depending on acreage and 

habitat quality] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document existing facilities and vertical structures 

 Specify selected activities to reduce facilities and vertical structures 

 Commit to reduce existing high-profile, above ground facilities and vertical structures 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report activities to reduce facilities and vertical structures employed during the year to 

the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph each employed activity to reduce facilities and vertical structures; provide digital 

photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify use of  activities to reduce 

high-profile, above-ground facilities and vertical structures 
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A8 Sage-grouse Benefits:  Reducing the number of high-profile facilities or vertical structures in sage-

grouse habitat will reduce sage-grouse lek and other suitable habitat impacts, and risk of direct sage-

grouse mortality from raptor predation.  This will maintain or increase use of Suitable Sage-grouse 

Habitats, thus improving the potential for nesting and brood-rearing success and/or capacity of winter 

habitat. 

Fences 

A9 Sage-grouse Threat:  Fences cause habitat fragmentation and provide potential travel corridors for 

predators.  Also, research has shown that sage-grouse can fly into poorly located fences causing direct 

injury or mortality.  Additionally, wooden fence posts provide potential perch sites from which raptors 

can hunt for sage-grouse. 

A9 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure A:  Selectively remove fences near sage-grouse leks and in 

Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat to decrease fragmentation [1 point per 1/4 mile, maximum of 3 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map sage-grouse leks and Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Map existing fences 

 Indicate fences that will be removed 

 Commit to remove identified fences 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 1/4 mile 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report amount of fence removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of removed fence; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify fence status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit site at least once every 5 years to verify status of fence removal 

A9 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure B:  Remove unused fences and mark remaining fences to reduce 

risk of collision by sage-grouse [1 point per 1/4 mile, maximum of 6 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map existing fences 

 Indicate fences that will be removed or marked 

 Commit to remove identified fences 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 1/4 mile 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report amount of fence removed and/or marked to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of removed fence; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify removal of fence 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph area of marked fence within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of fence marking 

A9 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure C:  Commit to siting new fences 6/10 mile or more outside of 

sage-grouse leks or other Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat using proven methods to limit raptor use.  Mark 

fences as necessary [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area; 1 additional point for expanding avoidance 

radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map sage-grouse leks and Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Document likelihood of new fences if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation 

Measure 

 Commit to site new fences 6/10 mile or more outside of sage-grouse leks 

 Indicate selected method to limit raptor use 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Map any new fences and report to the Association by December 31 

 Provide documentation (invoice, etc.) that non-wooden line posts were used to the Association 

by December 31 

 Association staff will visit site to verify siting of fence and use of non-wooden line posts 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map new fences within 6/10 or 1 mile of sage-grouse leks or other Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat; 

report changes or submit a "no new fence" statement to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of fence marking or 

at least once every 5 years to verify fence status 

A9 Sage-grouse Benefits:  These measures will reduce habitat fragmentation and the risk of direct 

mortality from fence collisions, from predators using the fence lines as travel corridors, and/or from 

raptors using the fences as perch sites to hunt sage-grouse.  These measures will provide the potential 

for increased survival rates of the sage-grouse population. 

Fragmentation:  General 

A10 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Disturbances can create sagebrush habitat fragmentation and inhibit 

sagebrush obligate use and sage-grouse movement between undisturbed areas.  Sage-grouse, 

particularly non-migratory populations, require extensive areas of habitat to allow movement and 

seasonal selection of habitat areas for breeding, brood-rearing, overwintering, etc..  Sagebrush obligates 

can abandon use of fragmented habitat and nesting and brood-rearing success and/or winter use 

capacity is reduced. 
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A10 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Obtain or donate conservation easements with a 

minimum 10 year term (term must match or exceed the CI or CI/CP term) for intact habitat to be 

managed specifically for sagebrush obligates [8 points for each 320 contiguous acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify proposed conservation easement participants and provide map 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Commit to obtain or donate conservation agreement within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the conservation agreement to the 

Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 If the conservation easement is obtained and managed by the participating member, report 

actions taken to ensure protection of intact habitat and specific management actions taken to 

benefit sagebrush obligates to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify habitat protection and 

management actions 

A10 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Obtain or provide acreage for use as a grass bank with 

a minimum 10 year term (term must match or exceed CI or CI/CP I term).  This acreage will be used to 

facilitate and better manage habitat restoration efforts (e.g., understory development, invasive species 

control, drought management, etc.) occurring throughout the Coverage Area.  Participating members 

will be able to use the grass bank acreage in return for providing rest on their property equal to 120 

percent of their grass bank acreage use.  A deferred-rotation or rest-rotation grazing schedule will be 

developed for the grass bank as well, to ensure sagebrush steppe habitat development in the event this 

habitat type occurs in the grass bank acreage [5 points for each 320 contiguous acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify proposed grass bank acreage and provide map 

 Commit to obtain or provide acreage for grass bank 

 Identify deferred-rotation or rest-rotation grazing schedule/parameters 

 Location of grass bank acreage must be approved by the Association Board 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Obtain or donate grass bank acreage within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the grass bank agreement to the 

Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will annually determine appropriate stocking rates utilizing the Grazing 

Response Index and other monitoring tools, and coordinate with Association members to 

ensure grass bank acreage is used appropriately 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every year to verify habitat protection and 

management actions 
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A10 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure C:  Protect, enhance, or restore habitat linkages between 320 

acre minimum blocks of Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat.  Although no research was found to support 

specific widths, to be conservative, this measure requires linkage widths to be at least 50 feet for blocks 

less than 1/4 mile apart and at least 100 feet for blocks 1/4 mile or more apart [2 points for entire CI or 

CI/CP habitat, 2 additional points for Occupied Sage-grouse Habitat] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Map habitat linkages 

 Commit to protect, enhance, or restore habitat linkages 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per linkage corridor 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph linkage corridors annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Report sage-grouse use of linkage corridors through pellet count surveys (include GPS track 

along with location and description of pellets) to the Association by December 31 of each year 

or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify habitat linkages 

A10 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Protecting intact habitat blocks reduces habitat fragmentation and 

maintains or potentially increases nesting and brood-rearing success and/or winter use capacity.  

Establishing planned habitat linkages within disturbed or reclaimed areas will increase the movement of 

sage-grouse between use areas.  It will also increase the habitat use capacity by effectively minimizing 

fragmentation factors and essentially increasing the habitat tract boundaries.  This increases the 

likelihood that sagebrush obligates will use the larger undisturbed areas for nesting, brood-rearing, 

and/or winter use. 

Fragmentation:  Brewer’s Sparrow 

A11 Brewer's Sparrow Threat:  The potential loss or fragmentation of suitable sagebrush habitat is 

considered to be the principal threat to Brewer’s sparrow populations.  Quality Brewer’s sparrow 

breeding habitat includes large shrublands with sagebrush cover in the 25 to 40 percent range, a shrub 

canopy height less than 5 feet, numerous available shrubs less than 3 feet in height in the interior of the 

shrubland and low or absent Russian thistle cover.  Given these parameters, any fragmentation or 

modification of existing conditions that meet these criteria, or actions that preclude them from 

becoming established are threats to Brewer’s sparrow populations.  Such actions reduce the number of 

nests and/or nest success of Brewer’s sparrows. 

A11 Brewer's Sparrow Conservation Measure A:  Map and protect sagebrush stands that contain areas 

of dense shrubs with 25 to 40 percent shrub cover, general shrub heights of 5 feet or less and significant 

numbers of live shrubs with heights less than 3 feet [2 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable Brewer's sparrow habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by Brewer's sparrow 

 Identify and commit to implement protection measures, which may include restricting 

fragmentation, modifying grazing, and removing nearby attractants, etc. 

 Commit to implement protection measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report Brewer's sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years2 to verify treatment area trend 

A11 Brewer's Sparrow Conservation Measure B:  Delineate and protect sagebrush stands or other 

shrub stands with known Brewer’s sparrow breeding activity [3 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map known Brewer's sparrow nesting habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by Brewer's sparrow 

 Identify protection measures 

 Commit to implement protection measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report Brewer's sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years3 to verify treatment area trend 

                                                 
2
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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A11 Brewer's Sparrow Conservation Measure C:  Identify and enhance suboptimal sagebrush stands to 

create stands with general shrub heights in the 1.5 to 5 feet range and numerous individual robust live 

plants less than 3 feet in height [2 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suboptimal sagebrush habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by Brewer's sparrow, if any 

 Identify enhancement measures 

 Commit to implement enhancement measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report Brewer's sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years4 to verify habitat parameters 

A11 Brewer's Sparrow Conservation Measure D:  Delineate areas of Russian thistle dominance within or 

adjacent to active Brewer's sparrow habitat; treat the Russian thistle and replace with sagebrush cover 

in the range of 25 to 40 percent, reporting success-failure to the Association, and redoing failed seeding 

until successful as compared to adjacent areas [2 points for a collective 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map active Brewer's sparrow habitat and areas of Russian thistle 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring: cover by shrub species and Russian thistle, shrub 

species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by Brewer's sparrow, if any 

 Identify treatment methods, pure live seed rate, etc. 

 Commit to implement treatment measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

  

                                                                                                                                                             
3
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   

4
 Ibid.   
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One time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment used, 

chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the Association 

within 30 days of treatment 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 
used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 
Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph treatment area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report Brewer's sparrow use of treatment areas to the Association by December 31 of each year 

or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years5 to verify treatment area trend 

A11 Brewer's Sparrow Benefits:  Protection, establishment, or reestablishment of sagebrush stands that 

meet the Brewer’s sparrow nesting habitat criteria will reduce fragmentation and increase available 

habitat, thus benefiting nest establishment, nesting success, brood-rearing success, and overall 

population recruitment. 

Fragmentation:  Sagebrush Sparrow 

A12 Sagebrush Sparrow Threat:  Since sagebrush sparrows nest in large shrub patches of 320 

contiguous acres6, the species is particularly vulnerable to fragmentation, reduction of the extent of 

existing shrub patches, and to any shrub clearing actions.  Additionally, the species is known to favor 

sagebrush patches for habitat, particularly patches that contain relatively evenly spaced sagebrush 

plants ranging from 2 to 6 feet in height.  Range modifications that diminish those conditions, or 

preclude their development, consequently degrade sagebrush sparrow habitat.  Prime nesting sites are 

considered to be vigorous sagebrush plants 2 to 6 feet in height that contain more than 75 percent live 

material.  Any shrub stand modifications that eliminate or reduce these conditions constitute a threat to 

sagebrush sparrow nesting habitat.  Actions that disturb or modify existing habitat that meets the above 

criteria, or preclude development of shrub stands with those criteria, reduce the number of nests or 

nest success of sagebrush sparrow. 

                                                 
5
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   

6
 Paige & Ritter (1999).   
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A12 Sagebrush Sparrow Conservation Measure A:  Map and protect sagebrush stands that contain 

vigorous sagebrush plants with the majority ranging from 2 to 6 feet in height [2 points for each 

contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush sparrow habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sagebrush sparrow 

 Identify protection measures 

 Commit to implement protection measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report sagebrush sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years7 to verify treatment area trend 

A12 Sagebrush sparrow Conservation Measure B:  Delineate and protect sagebrush stands or other 

shrub stands with known sagebrush sparrow breeding activity [3 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map known sagebrush sparrow breeding habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sagebrush sparrow 

 Identify protection measures 

 Commit to implement protection measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

                                                 
7
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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 Report sagebrush sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years8 to verify habitat protection 

A12 Sagebrush sparrow Conservation Measure C:  Identify and enhance suboptimal sagebrush stands 

to create vigorous stands with heights in the 2 to 6 feet range [2 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map suboptimal sagebrush habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sagebrush sparrow, if any 

 Identify enhancement measures 

 Commit to implement enhancement measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report sagebrush sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years9 to verify habitat parameters 

A12 Sagebrush sparrow Conservation Measure D:  Through plantings and/or acceptable husbandry 

practices, establish in-fill or peripheral areas of sagebrush to expand areas of known sagebrush sparrow 

habitat that have 320 contiguous acres or more of shrub stand that contains vigorous sagebrush with 

the majority ranging from 2 to 6 feet in height.  Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed 

seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas [2 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map active sagebrush sparrow habitat and potential in-fill or peripheral areas  

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sagebrush sparrow, if any 

 Identify treatment methods, pure live seed rate, etc. 

 Commit to implement treatment methods 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

                                                 
8
 Ibid.   

9
 This frequency is adapted from on WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 

monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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One time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of treatment (acres covered, method used, etc.) to the Association within 30 days 

of treatment 

 Map seeded; report seeding efforts (invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the Association within 30 

days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report sagebrush sparrow use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years10 to verify habitat parameters 

A12 Sagebrush sparrow Benefits:  Protection, establishment, or reestablishment of sagebrush stands 

that meet the sagebrush sparrow nesting habitat criteria will reduce fragmentation and increase 

available habitat, thus benefiting nest establishment, nesting success, brood-rearing success, and overall 

population recruitment. 

Fragmentation:  Sage Thrasher 

A13 Sage Thrasher Threat:  Although sage thrashers have been observed utilizing marginal habitats with 

less than 5 percent shrub cover, quality sage thrasher habitat consists of 320 acre or larger sagebrush-

grassland areas having 10 to 30 percent shrub cover with at least 15 percent of the shrubs with heights 

in the range of 12 to 24 inches and inclusion of dense clumps of large sagebrush plants that exceed 40 

inches in height.  Given these parameters, any fragmentation or modification of existing conditions that 

meet these criteria, or actions that preclude their development, are threats to sage thrasher 

populations.  Such actions reduce the number of nests and/or nest success of sage thrashers. 

A13 Sage Thrasher Conservation Measure A:  Map and protect sagebrush stands that have shrub cover 

greater than 15 percent, general shrub heights in the 12 to 24 inch range and with significant clumps of 

larger sagebrush plants that have heights in excess of 40 inches [2 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sage thrasher habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sage thrasher 

 Identify protection measures 

  

                                                 
10

 Ibid.   
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 Commit to implement protection measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report sage thrasher use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in the 

CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years11 to verify treatment area trend 

A13 Sage Thrasher Conservation Measure B:  Delineate and protect sagebrush stands or other shrub 

stands with known sage thrasher breeding activity [3 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map known sage thrasher breeding habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sage thrasher 

 Identify protection measures 

 Commit to implement protection measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report sage thrasher use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in the 

CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years12 to verify habitat protection 

A13 Sage Thrasher Conservation Measure C:  Identify and enhance suboptimal sagebrush stands to 

create stands with general shrub heights in the 12 to 24 inch range with a component of sagebrush 

plants with heights greater than 40 inches [2 points for each contiguous 320 acres] 

  

                                                 
11

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   

12
 This frequency is adapted from on WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suboptimal sagebrush habitat 

 Conduct baseline shrub monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' shrub transects:  1 per 80 acres 

 Indicate level of current use by sage thrasher, if any 

 Identify enhancement measures 

 Commit to implement enhancement measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 320 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor shrub species height and cover by shrub species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report sage thrasher use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in the 

CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years13 to verify habitat parameters 

A13 Sage Thrasher Benefits:  Protection, establishment, or reestablishment of sagebrush stands that 

meet the sage thrasher nesting habitat criteria will reduce fragmentation and increase available habitat, 

thus benefiting nest establishment, nesting success, brood-rearing success, and overall population 

recruitment. 

Inappropriate Livestock and Wildlife Grazing Management 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Inappropriate grazing management (especially during drought) can 

reduce beneficial forbs and cool-season bunchgrasses which are used by sagebrush obligates for both 

screening cover and forage.  Reduction in perennial grass cover may also cause an area to be more 

susceptible to invasive species such as cheatgrass.  Cheatgrass is especially detrimental as it not only 

destroys habitat but can increase the risk of extensive wildfires.  Inappropriate grazing can degrade 

sagebrush steppe habitat resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or use as winter 

habitat. 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Develop and follow an Association approved Grazing 

Management Plan throughout the CI or CI/CP term which provides high (≥6 inches) structure on a 

minimum of 5 percent of enrolled acres during the term of the CI or CI/CP and incorporates 

management objectives for sagebrush steppe habitat and drought/post-drought mitigation.  The Grazing 

Management Plan will include deferment or rotation elements, providing at least cool-season (May 1 - 

June 30) rest for one out of every three years, and an average of 30 percent annual utilization [7 points 

for initial 5 percent, 2 points each additional 1 percent of enrolled acres covered] 

                                                 
13

 Ibid.   
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Specify details of selected management plans (covered acres, deferral/rest periods, rotation 

objectives, drought/post-drought mitigation plan, wildlife objectives, etc.); consult with NRCS, 

UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement selected management plan 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report plan details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage, Grazing Response 

Index for each covered pasture, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss management plan 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated plan modifications 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Sponsor an Association approved Grazing 

Management Plan throughout the CI or CI/CP term which provides high structure for a minimum of 5 

percent of sponsor's enrolled acres during the term of the CI or CI/CP and incorporates management 

objectives for sagebrush steppe habitat and drought/post-drought mitigation.  This can take the form of 

managed grass bank acres, agreements with other members to provided additional acreage above their 

minimum requirements, or other voluntary, cooperative Conservation Measures.  The grazing plan will 

include deferment or rotation elements, providing at least cool-season (May 1 - June 30) rest for one out 

of every three years, and an average of 30 percent annual utilization [8 points for initial 5 percent, 2 

points each additional 1 percent of enrolled acres covered] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Specify details of selected management plans (covered acres, deferral/rest periods, rotation 

objectives, drought/post-drought mitigation plan, wildlife objectives, etc.); consult with NRCS, 

UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement selected management plan 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report plan details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage, Grazing Response 

Index for each covered pasture, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss management plan 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated plan modifications 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Develop and follow an Association approved, CI- or 

CI/CP-wide, Grazing Management Plan throughout the CI or CI/CP term incorporating management 

objectives to improve or maintain sagebrush steppe habitat and drought/post-drought mitigation [up to 

10 points, depending on habitat, up to 26 points if more than 1 life-cycle habitat is addressed (e.g., 

nesting / brood-rearing, late brood-rearing / winter, etc.)] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Specify details of selected management plans (deferral/rest periods, rotation objectives, 

drought/post-drought mitigation plan, wildlife objectives, etc.); consult with NRCS, UW 

Extension as necessary 
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 Commit to implement selected management plan 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report plan details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage, Grazing Response 

Index for each covered pasture, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss management plan 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated plan modifications 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure D:  Place attractants (salt, mineral, supplements, fly rubs, 

etc.) and disturbances (e.g., stock tanks, branding areas, etc.) in upland locations which minimize 

impacts to sagebrush steppe habitat [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat areas 

 GPS existing attractant locations 

 Identify sites where attractants can be located 

 Commit to minimize impacts to sagebrush steppe habitat by placing attractants and 

disturbances in identified locations 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per attractant site 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph attractant sites annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify attractant location 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure E:  Manage wildlife numbers and associated habitat 

conditions in important sagebrush steppe habitat through the use of controlled public hunting access.  

Utilize focused wildlife hunting, enrollment of CI or CI/CP acreage in hunter management areas, use of 

walk-in area programs administered by WY Game & Fish Department, or other methods to help control 

wildlife numbers [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Map important sagebrush steppe habitat areas 

 Specify details of selected wildlife management efforts (covered acres, management type and 

objectives, etc.); consult with WGFD, UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement selected wildlife management efforts 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details (estimate of wildlife numbers, anticipated modifications, etc.) to the Association 

by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss wildlife management 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated modifications 

A14 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Appropriate grazing management of both livestock and wildlife and 

siting of attractants will reduce loss of forb and perennial grass (especially bunchgrass) components 
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which are necessary for functional sagebrush steppe habitat.  Additional forb production will improve 

sage-grouse brood-rearing habitat, benefiting both adult females and their broods.  Increased 

bunchgrass vigor will improve screening cover leading to increased nest success.  Improved perennial 

grass health will also make the area more resistant to invasion by undesirable annual species such as 

cheatgrass. 

 

A15 Sage-grouse Threat:  Reduction in screening cover through post-growing season grazing can 

increase sage-grouse nest predation leading to increases in direct mortality and declines in nest success. 

A15 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure:  Manage for greater than 6” residual vegetative height from 

April 1 to June 15 in sage-grouse nesting habitat areas [8 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map sage-grouse nesting areas 

 Specify details of selected management plan - rest and recovery periods, rotation objectives; 

consult with NRCS, UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement management plan 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage, Grazing Response Index 

for each covered pasture, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Conduct at least three step-pace transects between March 1 to April 15 to verify residual 

vegetative height; report results to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss management plan 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated plan modifications 

A15 Sage-grouse Benefits:  Managing for appropriate screening cover will help reduce predation leading 

to increases in nest success and decreases in direct mortality. 

Invasive Species 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Invasive species can reduce or eliminate sagebrush steppe habitat by 

providing perch sites (invasive trees) and displacing beneficial forbs and perennial grasses which are 

used for forage and screening cover.  Cheatgrass is especially detrimental as it not only destroys habitat 

but also increases the risk of wildfires by providing a highly flammable fuel source leading to larger and 

hotter fires.  Depending on the extent and intensity of the fire, significant areas of habitat can be 

fragmented or rendered unsuitable either through direct habitat destruction or by making the burned 

area more prone to repeat invasions by cheatgrass.  This can cause sagebrush obligates to move into 

more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or capacity of winter 

habitat. 
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A16 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A1:  Treat annual bromes (cheatgrass) with Imazapic or 

other herbicide approved by the Association within a contiguous block area of at least 160 acres, or 10 

percent of landholdings if area is less than 1,000 acres, in order to maximize treatment effectiveness and 

reduce edge recruitment of cheatgrass.  Treatments will utilize localized methodology developed by the 

Association.  Current protocol includes 2 years of post-treatment deferment during the appropriate 

cool-season grass boot phenological stage and no more than moderate utilization for the remaining 

term of the Grazing Management Plan.  The Association initiated a study in 2012 to determine the most 

appropriate post-treatment protocol.  Once the study is completed in 2016, the results will be 

incorporated into this Conservation Measure.  Report success-failure to the Association and repeat 

treatment as necessary [4 points for 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat areas 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  height and cover by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Identify treatment areas 

 Indicate herbicide application parameters 

 Commit to treat identified areas as described and ensure success of treatment 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 160 acres 
One time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment used, 

chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the Association 

within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report vegetation cover by species, species height to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph treatment areas within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

 Association will visit site to verify treatment performance 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A2:  In addition to treating cheatgrass with herbicide as 

described in Conservation Measure A1 above, prepare and reseed the area with a native sagebrush 

steppe focused seed mix comprised of species present in the adjacent vegetative communities; seeding 

must occur within 1 year of herbicide spray.  Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed 

seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas [7 points for 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat areas 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  height and cover by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Identify treatment areas noting spray/reseed areas 

 Indicate herbicide application and proposed seeding parameters - herbicide name, pure live 

seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 
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 Commit to prepare and reseed the area as identified and ensure success of reseeding 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 160 acres 

One time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment used, 

chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the Association 

within 30 days of treatment 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph treatment areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years14 to verify treatment area trend 

 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Treat all stands of salt cedar and/or Russian olive 

within drainage areas, addressing regrowth as necessary.  Trees less than 1.75 miles from a sage-grouse 

lek will be removed and sprayed, others can be left in place.  Report success-failure to the Association 

and repeat treatment as necessary [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 GPS location of existing sage-grouse leks 

 Identify individual trees or drainage areas that will be treated 

 Commit to treat identified areas 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  panorama from center of sage-grouse lek 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report tree removal details (acres sprayed or number of individual trees sprayed or removed, 

amount and type of chemical, date of spray, etc.) to the Association by December 31 or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph tree removal area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment performance 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Remove pine or juniper (cedar) trees or non-

sagebrush shrubs in areas where the ecological site suggests encroachment and that are within 1/4 mile 

                                                 
14

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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of documented sagebrush steppe habitat; this may include physical or chemical removal methods [3 

points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Identify individual trees or areas that will be treated 

 Commit to remove trees in identified area 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per removal site 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report tree removal details (acres sprayed or number of individual trees sprayed or removed, 

amount and type of chemical, date of spray, etc.) to the Association by December 31 or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph tree removal area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment performance 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure D:  Apply mechanical, chemical, or herbivore control 

methods for invasive plants (see A16A1 for cheatgrass) over a managed area of at least 320 acres.  

Report success-failure to the Association and repeat treatment as necessary (if unsuccessful, review by 

the Association Board and Conservation Advisory Committee may be necessary) [3 points per 320 acres; 

maximum of 9 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify invasive plant species and map proposed treatment areas 

 Specify details of selected treatment methods (chemical concentration, additives, time of 

application, etc.); consult with Weed & Pest, UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement treatment methods 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report treatment details (method used, acres treated, amount and type of chemical, date of 

treatment, etc.) to the Association by December 31 or as specified by the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph treatment areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment status 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure E:  Control invasive or noxious weeds across rural 

homesite acreages through chemical or herbivore treatments to protect forage, nest sites, and 

migration stop-over habitat [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify invasive or noxious plant species and map proposed treatment areas 

 Specify details of selected treatment methods (chemical concentration, additives, time of 

application, etc.); consult with Weed & Pest, UW Extension as necessary 
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 Commit to implement selected treatment methods 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment used, 

chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the Association 

within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph treatment areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment status 

A16 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing or removing the loss of available sagebrush steppe habitat, 

including both forb and grass components, will maintain or improve the potential for nesting and brood-

rearing success and/or capacity of winter habitat.  Treatments that appropriately utilize herbicides 

(including rates and time of application) and/or herbivores will reduce the risk of extensive wildfires and 

help reduce the potential spread and habitat impacts of invasive plants which frequently colonize 

burned areas.  These measures will also help to maintain or improve the potential for nesting and 

brood-rearing success and/or capacity of winter habitat. 

Loss of Green Vegetation and Insects 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  The availability and distribution of green vegetation and associated 

insects is extremely limited in northeast Wyoming due to the semi-arid climate and non-conducive soil 

types.  Green area development and availability is generally dictated by the moisture content in the 

alluvium of streams and ephemeral draws.  The lack of these areas is a potential limiting factor for 

sagebrush steppe populations in northeast Wyoming as areas of green vegetation provide increased 

insect availability, warm season foraging, and brood-rearing habitat.  Lack of green areas also 

concentrates sage-grouse into fewer, smaller areas which increases the possibility of spreading West 

Nile virus and coccidiosis15. 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Develop additional, suitable, quality water sources 

(e.g., new wells, leaving on existing sources, modifying dams to increase green area, hauling water, etc.) 

to facilitate soil saturation while avoiding standing water issues in ephemeral draws located in 

documented brood-rearing habitat from May 15 to September 15 [2 points for each 100 feet or 1/10th 

of an acre of draw bottom green area developed] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map known sagebrush obligate brood-rearing habitat 

 Conduct baseline green area width monitoring:  1 per 100 feet or 1/10th of an acre 

 Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

                                                 
15

 Honess and Post (1968).   
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 Specify location and details of selected water development and Grazing Management Plan to 

avoid overutilization of developing green areas 

 Commit to implement water development plan 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 100 feet or 1/10th of an acre 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Record green area width within + 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and September 15; 

report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph water development areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area trend 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Install and maintain effective snow fences (utilizing 

metal t-posts) to deposit snow in or adjacent to ephemeral draws to increase soil saturation within 

documented brood-rearing areas [1 point per 1,000 feet of snow fence] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Conduct baseline green area width monitoring:  1 per 100 feet adjacent to snow fence area 

 Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

 Specify location and details of snow fences and Grazing Management Plan to avoid 

overutilization of developing green areas 

 Commit to install and maintain snow fences 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per snow fence 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report location and feet of snow fence installed to the Association by December 31  

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Record green area width within + 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and September 15; 

report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph snow fence areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph; provide digital 

photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area trend 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Install and maintain water detention (spreader) 

structures in ephemeral draws to increase soil saturation within documented brood-rearing areas with 

mosquito control and invasive species control commitments as necessary [2 points for 100 feet of 

spreader structure] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Conduct baseline green area width monitoring:  1 per 100 feet 

 Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

 Specify location and details of water detention structures and Grazing Management Plan to 

avoid overutilization of developing green areas 

 Commit to install and maintain water detention structures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per spreader structure 
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One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report location and feet of spreader structures installed to the Association by December 31 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Record green area width within + 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and September 15; 

report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph water detention areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph; provide 

digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area trend 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure D:  For alluvial wells, commit to a reduction in historic 

water use rate in order to increase soil saturation [1 point for each 10 percent reduction, maximum 3 

points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Conduct baseline green area width monitoring: 1 per 100 feet downstream of alluvial well (total 

of 3) 

 Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

 GPS locations of existing alluvial wells and water use rate during previous 5 years 

 Specify Grazing Management Plan to avoid overutilization of developing green areas 

 Commit to reduce historic water use rate and implement Grazing Management Plan 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 downstream from each alluvial well 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Record green area width at 3 transects within + 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and 

September 15; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Photograph developing green areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph; provide 

digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area trend 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure E:  In addition to developing green areas in ephemeral 

draws utilizing Conservation Measures A through D above, interseed native forbs in ephemeral draw 

bottoms or documented snow collection areas within brood-rearing habitat.  Report success-failure to 

the Association and redo failed seeding until successful (if unsuccessful, review by the Association Board 

and Conservation Advisory Committee may be necessary) as compared to adjacent areas [2 points per 

100 linear feet or 1/10th of an acre in addition to green area development points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map sage-grouse brood-reading habitat 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  forb absence or presence by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established vegetation transects:  1 per 100 linear 

feet or 1/10th of an acre 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters (pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc.) 
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 Specify Grazing Management Plan to avoid overutilization of developing green areas 

 Commit to implement seeding and Grazing Management Plan 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 100 feet 
One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor forb absence or presence by species annually between May 15 and July 1; report to the 

Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat treatment areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years16 to verify treatment area trend 

A17 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Increasing the soil moisture in ephemeral draws will increase the 

availability and distribution of green areas.  The additional moisture will result in more extensive forb 

development and additional substrates which will produce more abundant insect populations.  This will 

benefit brood-rearing success by providing additional habitat areas for insect and forb food sources to 

be developed, and will also benefit nest success by providing additional food source areas for foraging 

birds prior to hatch.  Additional green areas will decrease sage-grouse density, decreasing the possibility 

of spreading West Nile virus and coccidiosis. 

 

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Disturbance of riparian, wetland, and greenbelt areas can negatively 

impact water flow patterns and volumes, as well as negatively impact green area vegetation growing on 

these sites.  This reduces the number and quality of existing green areas, negatively impacting the 

availability and quality of brood-rearing habitat.  These reductions in key foraging areas would reduce 

brood-rearing and nesting success. 

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Protect green areas associated with springs, seeps, 

and sub-surface irrigation areas in suitable sagebrush steppe habitat by establishing appropriate 

herbivore barriers (fencing, etc. – all barriers must be adequately marked, not provide perch sites, and 

allow wildlife access) [3 points per spring or seep, maximum of 9 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Conduct baseline green area width monitoring:  1 baseline  

 Report information along with GPS location of established green area width markers 

 GPS locations of existing green areas 

                                                 
16

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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 Specify details of herbivore barriers 

 Commit to protect green areas through herbivore barriers 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 of green area 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Record green area width within + 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 15, and September 15; 

report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph green areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph; provide digital 

photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area trend 

 

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Place attractants (salt, mineral, supplements, fly rubs, 

etc.) at least 1/4 mile away from riparian habitats, springs, seeps, or green areas [4 points for entire CI or 

CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map riparian habitats, springs, seeps, or green areas 

 GPS existing attractant locations 

 Identify sites where attractants can be located 

 Commit to place attractants in areas identified 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per attractant site 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph attractant sites annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify attractant location 

A18 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Protecting water sources from disturbance will maintain and 

potentially increase the availability and quality of brood-rearing habitat.  The protection and 

enhancement of these important foraging areas will maintain or increase nesting and brood-rearing 

success by providing additional habitat areas for forb food source development and will increase 

substrates for additional insect populations. 

Power Lines 

A19 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Installation of power lines near suitable sagebrush steppe habitat can 

cause reduced use or abandonment.  For example, habitat fragmentation by power lines can force birds 

away from prime nesting habitat into marginal habitat resulting in reduced nest success rates, thus 

reducing the overall population.  Sagebrush obligates, particularly sage-grouse, can suffer injuries or 

mortalities from flying into power lines.  Additionally, some of the lines and associated support 

structures can provide perches for raptors and support structures are height features that are avoided 

by sage-grouse as perceived raptor perches.  These factors can lead to reduced use or abandonment of 

suitable sagebrush steppe habitat resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or winter 

use capacity. 
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A19 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A - Operator:  Site new distribution and transmission 

lines at least 6/10 mile away from sage-grouse leks and suitable sagebrush steppe habitat.  Transmission 

lines and facilities are prohibited in sage-grouse core areas17 [6 points for entire CI or CI/CP area; 6 

additional points for expanding avoidance radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 6/10 or 1 mile of 

known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks and suitable sagebrush steppe habitat if not for the 

agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to site new distribution and transmission lines in areas outside of suitable sagebrush 

steppe habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities that occur within 6/10 or 1 

mile of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks and suitable sagebrush steppe habitat; report 

changes or submit a "no new facilities or surface disturbance activities " statement to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities 

A19 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B - Landowner:  Establish surface use agreement with 

the Association requiring placement of distribution and transmission lines at least 6/10 mile away from 

sage-grouse leks and suitable sagebrush steppe habitat.  Transmission lines and facilities are prohibited 

in sage-grouse core areas18 [6 points for entire CI or CI/CP area; 6 additional points for expanding 

avoidance radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Document likelihood of new power line construction if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Specify surface use agreement details or reference signed agreement 

 Commit to implement surface use agreement 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Sign surface use agreement with the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities 

A19 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Move or bury existing distribution and transmission 

lines which are within 6/10 mile of sage-grouse leks or suitable sagebrush steppe habitat [8 points for 

entire CI or CI/CP area; 8 additional points for expanding avoidance radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and GPS sage-grouse lek locations 

 Identify existing distribution or transmission lines to be removed or buried 

                                                 
17

 Governor’s Executive Order 2015-4. 
18

 Ibid.   
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 Commit to move or bury identified distribution or transmission lines which are within 6/10 mile 

of sage-grouse leks or suitable sagebrush steppe habitat   

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per power line segment 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report footage of distribution or transmission line removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of removed power line; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 

2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify distribution and transmission line status 

A19 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Keeping facilities at least 6/10 mile away from leks and suitable 

sagebrush steppe habitat will maintain or increase use of suitable sagebrush steppe habitats, reduce 

potential for sage-grouse lek abandonment or reduced use, reduce risk of sagebrush obligate loss from 

raptor predation, and reduce injuries and mortalities from direct collisions thus maintaining or 

increasing population levels. 

Roads 

A20 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Roads, due to their long linear nature, are significant sources of habitat 

fragmentation and modification.  Sagebrush obligates abandon use of highly fragmented habitat, 

reducing nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity.  Traffic 

occurring close to Occupied Sage-grouse Leks can reduce the distance that calling males are heard 

thereby reducing attendance by females.  This may ultimately cause sage-grouse leks to be abandoned.  

Traffic can also cause nesting birds in the near vicinity of the road to abandon nests.  Unpaved roads can 

also modify surrounding habitat by serving as predator corridors. 

A20 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Close, prepare seedbed, and reseed roads with a 

native seed mix within 319 miles of sage-grouse lek sites or 1-1/4 mile of suitable passerine habitat20.  

Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until successful as compared to 

adjacent areas [1 point per 1/4 mile including any necessary road relocation costs] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations and suitable passerine habitat 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Map roads scheduled to be closed and existing easements 

 Indicate planned location for any relocated roads 

 Commit to close and reseed identified roads 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 1/4 mile 
One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Association staff will visit site to verify road status 

  

                                                 
19

 Holloran and Anderson (2005) found a majority (64 percent) of nests within 3.1 miles of the lek. 
20

 Based on Bolger et al. (1997) distance from developed edge for sagebrush sparrows. 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph closed road segment annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years21 to verify treatment area trend 

A20 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Document existing improved and two-track roads and 

commit to no new roads to be developed within 6/10 mile of suitable sagebrush steppe habitat [up to 5 

points for entire CI or CI/CP area depending on existing roads] 

CI or CI/CP Information 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Map existing roads and existing easements 

 Document likelihood that new roads will be built if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Commit to not develop any new roads within 6/10 mile of suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 GPS and report placement of any new roads to the Association by December 31 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report road access management actions to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify road status 

A20 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing habitat modification and fragmentation from roads can 

maintain and potentially increase sagebrush obligate use capacity by favorably affecting nest 

establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity.  Other benefits include 

reduction of noise and human disturbance along the road within a critical distance of nesting and brood-

rearing habitat and the sage-grouse lek. 

Subdividing Native Habitats 

A21 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Subdividing native sagebrush habitats for development of ranchettes, 

housing units, or other urban uses is a significant source of fragmentation and permanent habitat 

conversion.  Nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity of 

habitat are reduced with fragmentation and sagebrush obligates can abandon use of highly fragmented 

habitat.  Subdivisions also create a zone of negative influence as they attract foraging predators that 

                                                 
21

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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have an ecological association with humans.  These predators include coyotes, red foxes, raccoons, 

ravens, and domestic pets, among others. 

A21 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Commit to maintaining the land configuration to 

benefit sagebrush obligates (no additional fragmentation or alteration of land use, e.g., subdivisions, 

etc.) [6 points for a minimum of 320 contiguous acres of important habitat areas; maximum of 10 points 

for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush habitat and/or entire ranch 

 Map existing land configuration specifying existing land use 

 Document likelihood of changes in land configuration or use if not for the agreement to 

implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to maintain the land to benefit sagebrush obligates 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Sign agreement with the Association committing to maintain current land configuration 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report any changes in land configuration or use to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify land use 

A21 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Allow native grasses, forbs, and shrubs to remain on 

at least 60 percent of rural homesite acreage to provide connectivity and forage.  Acreage must be 

contiguous [1 point per 10 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and map native vegetation areas and disturbed areas 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  height and cover by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects: 1 per 80 

acres, minimum of 1 

 Commit to allow contiguous acreage of native grasses, forbs, and shrubs to remain on at least 60 

percent of rural homesite acreage. 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat protection areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years22 to verify protection area trend 

                                                 
22

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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A21 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Maintaining intact habitat blocks will reduce fragmentation and retain 

or potentially increase sagebrush habitat connectivity and forage.  This will favorably impact nest 

establishment and success, brood-rearing success and/or winter use capacity. 

Wildfires 

A22 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Wyoming big sagebrush is easily destroyed by wildfires with recovery 

requiring time frames in excess of 100 years.23  Burns in northeast Wyoming are particularly vulnerable 

to colonization by cheatgrass which can change the vegetation composition and restrict or prevent 

sagebrush obligates from utilizing even lightly burned habitat.  The change in vegetation composition 

will likely cause sagebrush obligates to abandon the burned habitat (particularly those less than 50 years 

post-fire) and move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success 

and/or capacity of winter habitat.  Even native species that regenerate on burned areas but have low 

value as sagebrush steppe habitat can reduce or eliminate sagebrush obligate use. 

A22 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Commit to suppressing all wildfires in suitable 

sagebrush steppe habitat areas occurring within the area covered by the CI or CI/CP [1 point for a 

minimum of 40 acres suitable sagebrush steppe habitat] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Map fire suppression areas 

 Commit to suppressing all wildfires in suitable sagebrush steppe habitat areas 

Immediate Actions: 

 Notify the Association within 5 days of any applicable wildfire suppression efforts 

 GPS wildfire boundary and provide to the Association within 5 days of wildfire 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:  

 Report GPS wildfire boundary and suppression efforts to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify wildfire impacts and 

recovery status 

A22 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Spray suitable occupied sagebrush steppe habitat 

burned by wildfires with Imazapic24 or other herbicide approved by the Association within 1 year of fire 

and, if necessary, reseed with a native grass and sagebrush mix after fires that occur on the area 

covered by the Agreement.  Report success/failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until 

successful as compared to adjacent areas [3 points per 80 collective acres] 

  

                                                 
23

 In a southeast Montana study, Cooper et al (2007) found that post-fire recovery rates for Wyoming big 
sagebrush were less than 1 percent per year and that cheatgrass increased after burning.  The highest recovery 
rate recorded in the study was 27 percent recovery after 37 years.   

24
 Shinn and Thill (2002) have indicated that proposed techniques to reduce cheatgrass densities include 
treatments with herbicides such as Iimazapic.   
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Indicate herbicide application and proposed seeding parameters - herbicide name, pure live 

seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to spray areas burned and reseed with native grass and sagebrush mix after fires 

Immediate Actions: 

 GPS wildfire boundary and provide to the Association within 5 days of wildfire 

 Establish baseline photo points with GPS locations within 5 days of wildfire:  1 per 40 acres 

 Determine treatment (herbicide or herbicide and seed) in conjunction with the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report treatment details (acres covered, chemicals used, wind speed & direction, seeding rate, 

invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph burn area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify spray/re-seeding efforts 

A22 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Protecting Wyoming big sagebrush and reducing the risk of 

colonization of burned areas by invasive species, especially cheatgrass, will reduce the loss of available 

sagebrush steppe habitat.  Treatments with Imazapic in the planning area have demonstrated the 

effectiveness of this Conservation Measure25, especially for burns that have principally affected the 

understory.  In this regard, the treatments will be particularly beneficial for nesting and brood-rearing 

habitat.  The provision to reseed burned areas as necessary will provide competition by desirable and 

utilitarian native species against undesirable invasive species. 

Windmills 

A23 Sage-grouse Threat:  Windmill towers are potential raptor perch sites which can cause sage-grouse 

to avoid habitats near windmills.  This may cause grouse to abandon associated prime habitats and 

move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or 

capacity of winter habitat. 

A23 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure:  Retrofit existing windmill pump system and remove windmill 

towers within 1 mile of known sage-grouse lek sites and Occupied Sage-grouse Habitat [1 point per 

retrofit, maximum of 4 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS sage-grouse lek locations and existing windmills; map occupied sage-grouse areas 

 Identify windmill tower(s) to be removed 

                                                 
25

 2008 Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association Annual Report.   
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 Commit to retrofitting windmill pump systems and removing identified windmill towers within 1 

mile of known sage-grouse lek sites and Occupied Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per windmill 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of windmills removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of removed windmill; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify water facility status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 5 years to verify water facility status 

A8 Sage-grouse Benefits:  These measures will reduce risk of sage-grouse loss from raptor predation 

and maintain or increase use of Suitable Sage-grouse Habitats near water facilities. 

Habitat Curtailment 

Crop Lands 

A24 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Activities on areas currently used for hay production in close proximity 

to sagebrush stands are potential threats to nesting sage-grouse hens and broods when cutting and 

baling activities occur before late July26.  Haying during the nesting and brood-rearing season can cause 

disturbance and direct mortality leading to a decrease in nest establishment/success and/or brood-

rearing success. 

A24 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Minimize impact for those areas where haying is still 

occurring by delaying the initiation of cutting and baling activities until July 31 [1 point for a collective 20 

acres; maximum of 5 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current haying areas 

 Document haying use during previous 5 years 

 Commit to delay the initiation of cutting and bailing activities until July 31 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report dates of cutting and baling activities to the Association by December 31 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between June 15 and August 1 to 

verify status of haying activities 

A24 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Minimize impact for those areas where haying use is 

still occurring by utilizing harvest techniques designed to reduce mortality (e.g., starting from the middle 

                                                 
26

 Paige and Ritter (1999).   
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and moving out, starting at one edge and moving across, using flushing bars or other equipment 

modifications, etc.) [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current haying use areas 

 Document haying use during previous 5 years 

 Specify details of selected harvest techniques 

 Commit to using selected harvest techniques to minimize impacts 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report success/failure of selected harvest techniques to reduce mortality to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between June 15 and August 1 to 

verify status of haying activities 

A24 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Delaying agricultural activities until July 31 and utilizing appropriate 

harvest techniques will reduce disturbance and direct mortality thus increasing nesting and brood-

rearing success. 

Energy Development:  Mining 

A25 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Coal mine facility establishment in the pit advance area can contribute 

to habitat fragmentation, particularly in cases where facilities are in high densities.  Similarly, 

exploration activities during the nesting season in areas in advance of the pit disturbance can result in 

nest abandonment or reduced nest success.  Sagebrush obligates abandon use of highly fragmented 

habitat; nest establishment/success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity of habitat is 

reduced with fragmentation. 

A25 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Commit to evaluating and addressing the needs of 

sagebrush obligates when siting mining-related infrastructure with significant ground disturbance in 

areas ahead of where the mining process has been initiated (i.e., topsoil removal).  Avoid new surface 

occupancy or new surface disturbance activities within 6/10 mile of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks 

from March 1 to May 15 from 6 pm to 8 am [5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area; 5 additional points for 

expanding avoidance radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify suitable sage-grouse brush steppe habitat and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations 

 Map existing facilities within 6/10 or 1 mile of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks 

 Commit to evaluate and address the needs of sagebrush obligates when siting mining-related 

infrastructure 

 Document future pit advance and other surface disturbance activities 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any pit advance or surface disturbance activities within 6/10 or 1 mile of known Occupied 

Sage-grouse Leks; report changes or submit a "no pit advance or new surface disturbance 
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activities " statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities 

A25 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Commit to evaluating and addressing the needs of 

sagebrush obligates when siting mining-related infrastructure with significant ground disturbance in 

areas ahead of where the mining process has been initiated (i.e., topsoil removal.)  Check on nesting 

activity in areas planned for exploration or for activities which require significant surface disturbance 

within the 3-mile buffer (non-core areas) around sage-grouse leks and avoid surface disturbance within 

6/10 mile of located nests between March 1 and May 15 from 6 pm to 8 am.  Operations that have 

applicable sage-grouse collaring and tracking studies may rely on this information to evaluate the impact 

of and potentially justify clearance for disturbance within the 3-mile buffer.  Following initiation of 

approved disturbance activities (i.e., topsoil removal), this action will be replaced by a comparable 

Conservation Measure [5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area; 5 additional points for expanding avoidance 

radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations 

 Provide GPS locations of known sage-grouse nesting sites 

 Map existing facilities within 3 miles of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks or suitable sagebrush 

obligation habitat 

 Document future pit advance and other surface disturbance activities 

 Commit to evaluate and address the needs of sagebrush obligates when siting mining-related 

infrastructure 

 If timing of disturbance is known, identify replacement Conservation Measure(s) 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any pit advance or surface disturbance activities within 3 miles of known Occupied Sage-

grouse Leks or suitable sagebrush obligation habitat; report changes or submit a "no pit advance 

or new surface disturbance activities " statement to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities 

A25 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  These actions, which are above and beyond regulatory requirements, 

will identify suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and reduce impacts from facility disturbance, resulting in 

the reduction of habitat fragmentation factors.  This will maintain the size of intact habitat blocks, 

maintaining and potentially increasing sagebrush obligate use capacity, favorably affecting nest 

establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity.  Similarly, proactive 

assessment of nesting activity within areas planned for exploration or surface disturbance during the 

nesting season and avoidance of disturbance of active nests, will increase sagebrush obligate nesting 

success. 
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A26 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Herbivore foraging on seedling sagebrush plants on coal mine 

reclamation can significantly stunt the shrubs and/or reduce the shrub density, extending the time 

required for that reclamation to provide sagebrush of sufficient height and density for sagebrush 

obligates.  Poor quality shrub reclamation is habitat lost to sagebrush obligates during the 

reestablishment period. 

A26 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Protect re-established early seral sagebrush habitat 

from overuse by wildlife for the term of the CI or CI/CP [1 point for every collective 40 acres protected 

from big game; 2 points for every collective 40 acres protected from big game and rabbits] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map early seral sagebrush habitat to be protected 

 Specify selected protection methods 

 Commit to implementing protection methods 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report protection methods employed to the Association by December 31 of each year 

or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Provide excerpt of DEQ report detailing protected sagebrush habitat parameters 

 Photograph protected habitat annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify habitat protection 

practices 

A26 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing herbivore impacts on seedling sagebrush increases the 

quality of the reclamation for sagebrush obligates and decreases the time that the disturbed habitat is 

unavailable for sagebrush obligate use.  This increases the likelihood of reclamation use by sagebrush 

obligates for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

Excessive Sagebrush Canopy 

A27 Sage-grouse Threat:  Sagebrush canopy cover can become dense enough27 that desirable forbs and 

perennial grasses in the understory are diminished or eliminated.  In other sagebrush stands, desirable 

forbs and cool-season bunchgrasses in the understory are diminished or have been eliminated due to 

past disturbances.  This can cause sage-grouse to move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced 

nesting and brood-rearing success. 

                                                 
27

 Cagney et al. (2009) indicates that nesting hens tend to select an average 23 percent live sagebrush canopy 
cover, early brood-rearing cover has more open patches with the range of 10-15 percent live sagebrush canopy 
cover.  Connelly et al. (2000) in Table 3 indicate the following characteristics of sagebrush rangeland needed for 
productive sage grouse habitat:  Breeding (15-25 percent), Brood-rearing (10-15 percent) and Winter (10-30 
percent).   
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A27 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure A: For brood-rearing areas, utilize chemical treatments28 or 

focused winter feeding sites29 and subsequent browsing with sheep to open the canopy in a collective  

40 acres of dense (greater than 35 percent30 sagebrush canopy cover with adequate understory) 

sagebrush stands in Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat areas.  Site selection should consider season of use by 

sage-grouse, existing understory, sagebrush density, and other landscape factors, including use by other 

wildlife.  Under certain conditions, cattle or goats may accomplish the same effect [1 point for a 

collective 40 acres]. 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sage-grouse habitat and focused winter feeding sites 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  height and cover by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres, minimum of 1 

 Commit to use chemical treatments or focused winter feeding sites  

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report treatment details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage amount and 

days fed at each site, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph focused winter feeding sites annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years31 to verify treatment area trend 

A27 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure B:  Seed desirable native forb and cool-season grass species in 

a collective 80 acres of sagebrush stands in Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat areas using hoof action or 

other methods to incorporate seeds.  Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed seeding 

until successful as compared to adjacent areas [3 points for a collective 80 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat and selected seeding sites 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  height and cover by species 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

                                                 
28

 Autenrieth (1981) noted that chemical treatments to reduce sagebrush canopy may enhance brood-rearing 
habitats when applied in early spring to increase the coverage of herbaceous plant foods.   

29
 Sedgewick (2004) outlines that browsing animals may be used as biocontrol for reducing the densities of 
sagebrush and potentially increasing the herbaceous component.       

30
 Connelly et al. (2000) recommend that mechanical or chemical treatments should be used in areas with greater 
than 35 percent total shrub cover to improve late brood-rearing habitat.   

31
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to implement seeding 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph seeding sites annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years32 to verify treatment area trend 

A27 Sage-grouse Benefits:  Restoring the sagebrush/understory balance can improve sage-grouse 

habitat.  This can improve nesting and brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity. 

Human Disturbance 

A28 Sage-grouse Threat:  Human activities and noise in close proximity to Occupied Sage-grouse Leks 

during the sage-grouse breeding season can reduce the distance that calling males can be heard thereby 

reducing lek attendance by females, can cause nesting hens in the near vicinity of the lek and facilities to 

abandon nests, and can cause the leks to become inactive over time.  This potentially reduces the 

productive capacity of the affected sage-grouse population. 

A28 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure A:  Evaluate and address the needs of sage-grouse when siting 

facilities.  Establish a 6/10 mile no surface occupancy zone around known Occupied Sage-grouse Lek 

sites.  In addition, avoid human surface disturbance activities within 6/10 mile of known occupied lek 

sites from March 1 to May 15 from 6 pm to 8 am [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP area; 2 additional points 

for expanding avoidance radius to 1 mile] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations 

 Map existing facilities within 6/10 or 1 mile of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks 

 Commit to evaluate and address the needs of sage-grouse when siting facilities, including 

avoiding disturbance within 6/10 mile of known occupied lek sites from specified dates 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 6/10 or 1 mile of 

known occupied leks if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

  

                                                 
32

 Ibid.   
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities within 6/10 or 1 mile of known 

Occupied Sage-grouse Leks; report any changes or submit a "no changes to facilities or surface 

disturbance activities" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between March 1 and May 15 to 

verify siting of facilities and surface disturbance activities 

A28 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure B:  Establish site-specific plans (e.g., grazing/calving pastures, 

mine-related activities, oil & gas activity, etc.) for restricting surface disturbance activities from March 1 

to June 15 within a 333 mile nesting area around known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks [1 point for entire CI 

or CI/CP area]. 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations 

 Map existing facilities within 3 miles of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks 

 Commit to establish and implement site-specific plans for restricting surface disturbance 

activities from March 1 to June 15 within specified distance 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 3 miles of known 

Occupied Sage-grouse Leks 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities that occur within 3 miles of known 

Occupied Sage-grouse Leks; report any changes or submit a "no changes to facilities or surface 

disturbance activities" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between March 1 and June 15 to 

verify surface disturbance activities 

A28 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure C:  Limit noise levels to less than 10 dBA34 above ambient (or 

current research) measured with a handheld device at the perimeter of known Occupied Sage-grouse 

Leks from March 1 to May 15 from 6 pm to 8 am [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area]. 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and GPS Occupied Sage-grouse Lek site locations 

 Record 3 typical noise level samples with a hand-held device between March 1 and May 15 from 

6 pm to 8 am at the sage-grouse lek perimeter 

 Commit to limit noise levels 

 Document existing facilities and likelihood of new facilities  

  

                                                 
33

 Holloran and Anderson (2005) found a majority (64 percent) of nests within 3.1 miles of the lek.   
34

 Patricelli et al. (2010).   
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in facilities that occur within 6/10 mile of known Occupied Sage-grouse Leks; 

report any changes or submit a "no changes to facilities" statement to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report results of 3 typical noise level samples at sage-grouse lek perimeter to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between March 1 and May 15 to 

verify surface disturbance activities 

A28 Sage-grouse Benefits:  Removing or reducing human disturbance and noise near the sage-grouse 

lek during the breeding season will potentially increase the productive capacity of the lek, reduce nest 

abandonment risks in the nearby vicinity, and increase the overall productive capacity of the sage-

grouse population affected. 

Inappropriate / Poor Quality Reclamation 

A29 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Since sagebrush obligates utilize native vegetation communities, seeding 

with non-native plant species can produce poor quality reclamation results, especially if highly 

aggressive non-native plant species are used.  Highly aggressive non-native species can establish habitat 

that is unusable by sagebrush obligates and can prevent natural reestablishment of sagebrush steppe 

habitat available for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

A29 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Seed disturbed (e.g., burns, Go-back Lands, watering, 

salt, bedgrounds, erosional features, relocated roads, etc.) and reclaimed areas with native seed mix 

comprised of species present in the adjacent vegetative communities; seeding must occur within 1 year 

of site reclamation.  Report success-failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until successful as 

compared to adjacent areas [2 points per 40 acres, higher points if sagebrush is included in the mix; 

maximum of 8 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS disturbed and reclaimed areas 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring:  height and cover by species 

 Commit to seed disturbed and reclaimed areas with native seed mix  

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph seeded area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years35 to verify treatment area trend 

A29 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Develop and field test seed mixes comprised of native 

species suited to specific ecosites that provide competition against invasive species [5 points per unique 

test, maximum 10 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify specific parameters of seed mixes - suitable for particular soil types, forb or shrub 

component, etc. 

 Identify timeline for completion of seed mix and field tests 

 Commit to develop and field test seed mixes and share test results 

 Baseline photo points of seed test areas with GPS locations:  1 per seed test area 

Reporting Requirements: 

 Provide details of each field test initiated during the year (location, acres covered, seedbed 

preparation methods used, seed mix used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, invoices, 

seed mix tag, etc.) to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph seeded area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site at least once every year to verify seed test status 

 Provide the Association with final seed mix parameters and complete results of field tests within 

30 days of test completion 

A29 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Develop or fund a custom grown native or cultivar 

sagebrush and forb seed or seedling program where 50 percent of the annual production would be 

available to the participating member(s) and 50 percent would be available to the Association.  This 

measure can also apply to a seed storage program.  The Association’s share could be retained or sold by 

the custom grower if no Association projects were planned for the current year [8 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify specific seeds/seedlings to be grown 

 Identify timeline for seed/seedling production 

 Commit to implement seed/seedling production 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit signed agreement with custom grower to the Association within 60 days of finalization 

Reporting Requirements: 

 Provide details of seed/seedling production during the year to the Association by December 31 

                                                 
35

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends.   
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 Association staff will visit custom grow site at least once every 5 years to verify seed/seedling 

production status 

A29 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Increasing the area of native plant communities will increase potential 

sagebrush steppe habitat.  Development and field testing of seed mixes appropriate to the area and 

development of secure sagebrush and forb seed sources will increase our ability to restore and enhance 

sagebrush steppe habitat.  The establishment of appropriate food sources, nesting conditions, brood-

rearing, and/or wintering habitat in reclaimed areas will reduce the potential for establishment of a 

reclamation vegetation community that is not usable by sagebrush obligates and will ultimately increase 

the total sagebrush steppe habitat available. 

 

A30 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Poor quality seedbed conditions or materials (e.g., lack of topsoil, use of 

highly contaminated topsoil, use of non-native plant species for reclamation seeding, significantly 

delayed reclamation, etc.) can produce poor quality reclamation of disturbances and substantially 

increase the time before sagebrush steppe habitat is reestablished on the disturbed site.  Poor quality 

reclamation is habitat lost to sagebrush obligates for that reestablishment period and reduces the 

available habitat for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

A30 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A - Operator:  Commit to separating topsoil from other 

soil materials when constructing pipelines or well pad locations, replacing, and seeding with appropriate 

native seed mix and equipment as soon as practical after construction ends, reporting success/failure to 

the Association, and redoing failed seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas [4 points for 

entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of new construction activities if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Specify details of topsoil separation measures 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to implement proposed seeding parameters 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Photograph topsoil separation activities:  1 per stripping operation 

 Establish baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:   

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and reseeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year 

or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 
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 Photograph reseeded area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site at least once every 3 years to verify topsoil handling methods and 

seeding results 

A30 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B - Landowner:  Commit to negotiating surface damage 

agreements that require operators to separate topsoil from other soil materials when constructing 

pipelines or well pad locations, replacing the topsoil, and seeding with a native seed mix as soon as 

possible after construction ends [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of new construction activities if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Specify details of topsoil separation measures 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to negotiate surface damage agreements with specific topsoil and seeding measures 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Obtain surface damage agreement within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the agreement to the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:   

 Association staff will visit site at least once every 3 years to verify topsoil handling methods and 

seeding results 

A30 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  High quality seedbed material and planting of native species will 

increase the quality of the reclamation for sagebrush obligates and decrease the time that the disturbed 

habitat is unavailable for sagebrush obligate use.  This will increase sagebrush obligate use for nesting, 

brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

 

A31 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Oil and gas facility designs which do not provide erosion protection 

and/or controls can cause erosion at facility sites, thus increasing the total area of disturbance.  If left 

unchecked, erosion can create siltation streams that fragment additional native areas.  These represent 

greater habitat loss or fragmentation for sagebrush obligates, potentially reducing breeding, brood-

rearing, and/or winter use. 

A31 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Commit to appropriate wind and water erosion control 

of sites, locations, roads, and pipelines [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Specify details of wind and water erosion control methods 

 Commit to implement appropriate wind and water erosion controls 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per control location 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of erosion control activities (location, acres covered, methods used, monitoring 

schedule, effectiveness, information on any controls that included reseeding, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph erosion control areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify erosion control activities 

A31 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing the total disturbance areas of well pads and other oil and gas 

facilities will reduce habitat fragmentation potential, and increase the likelihood of adjacent habitat use 

by sagebrush obligates for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

A32 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Since sagebrush obligates utilize native vegetation communities, weed 

infestation of native or reclaimed areas removes or reduces those areas as potential habitat for 

sagebrush obligates.  Similarly, use of non-native plant species for reclamation of oil and gas 

disturbances can produce poor quality reclamation results, especially if highly aggressive non-native 

plant species are used.  Highly aggressive non-native species can establish habitat that is unusable by 

sagebrush obligates and can prevent natural reestablishment of sagebrush steppe habitat available for 

nesting, brood-rearing, and/or winter use. 

A32 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure - Landowner:  Commit to negotiating surface damage 

agreements that require oil and gas operators to conduct invasive weed control, reclaim disturbance 

with native seed mix, commit to redo failed seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas, and 

report success-failure to the Association [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of new oil & gas activities if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to negotiate surface damage agreements that include the proposed seeding parameter 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Obtain surface damage agreement within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the conservation agreement to the 

Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify invasive weed control and 

reclamation activities 

A32 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Controlling invasive weeds and increasing the area of native plant 

communities will increase potential sagebrush steppe habitat.  Reducing reclamation vegetation 

communities that are not usable by sagebrush obligates, and establishing appropriate food sources and 

habitat conditions on the reclaimed area will favorably affect nest establishment and success, brood-

rearing success, and/or winter use capacity. 
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Prescribed Fires 

A33 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Wyoming big sagebrush is easily destroyed by fire with reestablishment 

requiring time frames in excess of 100 years.36  Depending on the extent and intensity of the fire, 

significant areas of habitat can be fragmented or rendered unsuitable either through direct habitat 

destruction or secondary invasion by undesirable vegetative species.  This can cause sagebrush obligates 

to move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or 

capacity of winter habitat. 

A33 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Commit to not conducting any prescribed fires within 

6 miles of Occupied Sage-grouse Leks and within 1 1/4 miles of known sagebrush steppe habitat37 [3 

points, 6 points if within areas identified as receiving less than 12 inches in annual precipitation] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS locations of known sage-grouse leks and map of known sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Document number and size of prescribed fires during previous 5 years 

 Commit to not use prescribed fire in or near sage-grouse leks as described 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Submit a "no prescribed fires" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Notify Association of any fires occurring within 6 miles of Occupied Sage-grouse Leks or within 1-

1/4 miles of known sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify absence of prescribed fire 

or as needed to map fire boundaries 

A33 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Use site-specific designs approved by the Association 

for prescribed burns.  This measure applies only to areas outside of core, within 6 miles from known 

sage-grouse leks or other areas documented as being used by sagebrush obligates, where sagebrush 

canopy cover is above 15 percent, and receiving more than 12 inches in average annual precipitation.  

Consideration must be given to other control measures such as Tebuthiuron applications or focused 

grazing.  Prescribed fire will only be used to reduce encroachment of non-sagebrush shrubs, reduce the 

potential for catastrophic fire and rejuvenate the sagebrush understory.  Burns will be planned to occur 

from August 1 to March 1 depending on sagebrush obligates’ use of habitat, extent of invasive species 

cover, and burn objective.  Burns will consist of small mosaic patterns with target patch size of 50 acres 

or less and maximum width of 200 feet.  If necessary, prescribed burn areas will be sprayed with 

Imazapic or other herbicide approved by the Association and/or reseeded with a native grass/forb seed 

mix.  A maximum of 32 acres of sagebrush will be disturbed per section.  Report success-failure to the 

Association and redo failed seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas [up to 8 points for a 

maximum of 640 acres disturbed] 

 

                                                 
36

 In a southeast Montana study, Cooper et al (2007) found that post-fire recovery rates for Wyoming big 
sagebrush were less than 1 percent per year and that cheatgrass increased after burning.  The highest recovery 
rate recorded in the study was 27 percent recovery after 37 years.   

37
 Based on Bolger et al. (1997) distance from developed edge for sagebrush sparrows.   
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS locations of sage-grouse leks and map of suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Indicate herbicide application and proposed seeding parameters - herbicide name, pure live 

seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Map location of prescribed fire 

 Identify site-specific design including fire control measures 

 Commit to implement site-specific designs for any necessary prescribed burns 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

Immediate Actions: 

 Notify the Association 5 days before the prescribed fire so Association staff can be on site 

 Photograph area within 5 days of prescribed fire 

 GPS prescribed fire boundary within 5 days of burn 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of prescribed fire (acres burned, wind direction and speed, air temperature, 

photographs, GPS of boundary, etc.) to the Association within 30 days of prescribed fire 

 If necessary, report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment 

used, chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

 If necessary, report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation 

methods used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to 

the Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph prescribed fire annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment response 

A33 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Eliminating habitat impacts from prescribed burns that were planned 

to improve livestock grazing conditions will reduce loss of available sagebrush steppe habitat, including 

both canopy and understory components.  Allowing planned, approved prescribed burns in higher 

precipitation areas will help reduce encroachment of non-sagebrush shrubs, reduce potential of 

catastrophic fire, and rejuvenate the sagebrush understory.  Both will maintain or improve the potential 

for nesting and brood-rearing success by protecting or rejuvenating sagebrush stands. 

Roads 

A34 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Roads, due to their long linear nature, are significant sources of habitat 

fragmentation and modification.  Sagebrush obligates abandon use of highly fragmented habitat, 

reducing nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity.  Traffic 

occurring close to Occupied Sage-grouse Leks can reduce the distance that calling males are heard 

thereby reducing attendance by females.  This may ultimately cause sage-grouse leks to be abandoned.  

Traffic can also cause nesting birds in the near vicinity of the road to abandon nests.  Unpaved roads can 
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modify surrounding habitat by serving as predator corridors and can be a significant source of dust 

which reduces the viability and vigor of vegetation in sagebrush steppe habitat.  Over time, dust can 

impact nesting habitat, adversely affect the viability of forbs in brood-rearing habitat, and reduce the 

amount of effective moisture available to plants.  Dust from roads and other infrastructure disturbance 

areas can adversely affect several life cycle phases of insects (e.g., ants, beetles, grasshoppers, bees, 

wasps, etc.) that are important food sources for both passerines38 and sage-grouse chicks. 

A34 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Implement annual chemical dust control measures for 

high-use unpaved roadways within suitable sagebrush steppe habitat [1 point per 1/4 mile, maximum of 

3 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and existing roads, including existing 

easements 

 Identify dust control areas (taking existing easements into consideration) and map location 

indicating daily usage 

 Specify details of selected dust control measures 

 Commit to implement selected dust control measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 1/4 mile 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of selected dust control measures (when applied, how much, invoices or other 

documentation of dust control, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph dust control area(s) annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify effectiveness of dust 

control measures 

A34 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure B:  Establish formal commitments (including signage or active 

management methods) to close improved and two-track roads in Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat to all 

internal and external use (excluding monitoring and Unforeseen Circumstances) from March 1 to June 

15 [5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map existing roads and Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat, including existing easements 

 Commit to establish formal commitments to close roads in Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Provide signed surface use agreement with the Association specifying road closure details 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of road closure efforts (effectiveness, response to restrictions, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

                                                 
38

 Rotenberry (1980).   
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 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify effectiveness of road 

closure efforts 

A34 Sagebrush Passerine Conservation Measure C:  Establish formal commitments (including signage or 

active management methods) to close improved and two-track roads in suitable sagebrush passerine 

habitat to all internal and external use (excluding monitoring and Unforeseen Circumstances) from 

March 15 to July 31 [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Map existing roads and suitable passerine habitat, including existing easements 

 Commit to establish formal commitments to close roads in suitable sagebrush passerine habitat 

 Provide signed surface use agreement with the Association specifying road closure details 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of road closure efforts (effectiveness, response to restrictions, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify effectiveness of road 

closure efforts 

A34 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing habitat modification and fragmentation from roads can 

maintain and potentially increase sagebrush obligate use capacity by favorably affecting nest 

establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and/or winter use capacity.  Other benefits include 

reduction of noise and human disturbance along the road within a critical distance of nesting and brood-

rearing habitat and the sage-grouse lek.  These measures will also reduce dust in the vicinity of nesting 

habitat and the sage-grouse lek, potentially increasing canopy cover, insect availability, and habitat 

quality. 

FACTOR B.  Overutilization for Commercial, Recreational, Scientific, or 

Educational Purposes 

There is no recent evidence that sagebrush obligates are overutilized for any of these purposes. 

FACTOR C:  Disease and Predation. 

Parasites and Diseases 

C1 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  While a variety of parasites and diseases can affect sagebrush obligates, 

research has identified that one of the key lethal diseases is West Nile virus - particularly for sage-

grouse.  This virus is primarily transmitted by mosquitoes.  Regional studies have shown that almost all 

birds affected by West Nile virus die within the season.  Mortality due to West Nile virus represents 

losses in breeding and production capacity for regional sagebrush obligate populations. 
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C1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Control mosquito larvae using Bacillus thuringiensis or 

appropriate chemicals in at least 75 percent of surface water impoundments (dikes, septic lagoons, etc.) 

under ownership-control within 5 mile radius of sage-grouse leks or a 1.5 mile39 radius of identified 

sagebrush obligate nesting, brood-rearing, or fall habitat.  Watershed issues must be considered if 

biological controls are used (e.g., fish must be species native to watershed/sub-basin unless system is 

closed as defined by WGFD, etc.) [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek locations and map sagebrush obligate summer and fall habitat 

 GPS locations of existing surface water impoundments 

 Baseline mosquito larvae abundance at each impoundment 

 Specify details of mosquito larvae control including protection of fish and birds 

 Commit to implement mosquito control measures 

 Photograph of each surface water impoundment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report mosquito larvae abundance (test methods, date sampled, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report details of mosquito larvae control efforts (methods used, dates controlled, post 

treatment larvae abundance, invoices, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment status 

C1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Breach, drain from May 15 to September 15, or change 

structure of existing impoundments where mosquitoes are present (within a 1.5 mile radius of identified 

sagebrush obligate nesting, brood-rearing, or fall habitat) to reduce or eliminate mosquito larvae.  

Consideration must be given to use of impoundment by other wildlife species [2 points per 

impoundment depending on modification chosen] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS sage-grouse lek locations and existing impoundments; map occupied sagebrush obligate 

areas 

 Identify impoundment(s) to be removed or modified 

 Commit to remove or modify identified impoundment(s) 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per impoundment 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of impoundments removed or modified to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of removed or modified impoundment; provide digital photograph(s) to the 

Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify water facility status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 5 years to verify water facility status 

                                                 
39

 Ciota et al. (2012).   
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C1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Replace existing impoundment where mosquitoes are 

present (within a 1.5 mile radius of identified sagebrush obligate nesting, brood-rearing, or fall habitat) 

with a non-windmill equipped water source and breach impoundment.  Consideration must be given to 

use of impoundment by other wildlife species [3 points per impoundment, maximum of 6 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS sage-grouse lek locations and existing impoundments; map occupied sagebrush steppe 

areas 

 Identify impoundment(s) to be removed 

 Commit to remove identified impoundment(s) 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per impoundment 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of impoundments removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of removed impoundment and replacement water source; provide digital 

photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify water facility status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 5 years to verify water facility status 

C1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure D:  Control mosquito larvae in stock water tanks with 

larvicide or completely drain tanks that aren't in use from May 1 to September 30 to discourage 

mosquito breeding [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS locations of existing stock tanks to be drained or treated 

 Specify details of mosquito larvae control including protection of fish and birds 

 Commit to implement mosquito larvae control  

 Baseline mosquito larvae abundance at each tank to be treated 

 Photograph of each stock tank 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report mosquito larvae abundance (test methods, date sampled, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report details of mosquito larvae control efforts (methods used, dates controlled or date tank 

drained, post treatment larvae abundance, invoices, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment status 

C1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure E:  Chemically control mosquito larvae in new and used 

tire storage areas or in junk yards.  For any tire recyclers utilized, arrange for application of mosquito 

larvae controls in stockpiled tires awaiting recycling [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS locations of tire storage areas or junk yards 

 Baseline mosquito larvae abundance at each tire storage area or junk yard 

 Specify details of mosquito larvae control including protection of fish and birds 
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 Commit to implement mosquito larvae control measures 

 Photograph of each tire storage area or junk yard 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:   

 Report mosquito larvae abundance (test methods, date sampled, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report details of mosquito larvae control efforts (methods used, dates controlled or date tank 

drained, post treatment larvae abundance, invoices, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment status 

C1 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  The potential for mosquitoes to breed in standing water in surface 

impoundments, tires, and waste containers is relatively high.  Larvicide treatments and draining of 

standing water will restrict these potential mosquito breeding areas.  These controls will result in the 

reduction of overall mosquito numbers, corresponding to a reduced probability of West Nile virus 

infection of sage-grouse and passerines.  This reduction in a mortality factor will maintain or increase 

sagebrush obligate production capacity for the region. 

 

C2 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  While a variety of parasites and diseases can affect sagebrush obligates, 

research has identified that one of the key lethal diseases is West Nile virus - particularly for sage-

grouse.  This virus is primarily transmitted by mosquitoes.  Regional studies have shown that almost all 

birds affected by West Nile virus die during the season.  Mortality due to West Nile virus represents 

losses in breeding and production capacity for regional sagebrush obligate populations. 

C2 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Control adult mosquitoes through installation of bat 

houses in appropriate areas (e.g., around impoundments, riparian, greenbelts/tree windbreaks, etc.) 

utilizing designs that avoid establishment of a raptor perch site [1 point for 4 houses, maximum of 2 

points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek locations and suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 GPS locations of planned bat houses showing likely mosquito sites 

 Specify details of bat house design and placement 

 Commit to implement installation of bat houses  

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Photograph of each bat house 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of bat recruitment efforts including presence/absence or number of bats utilizing 

houses to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify bat house installation 

C2 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Discourage mosquito overwintering and breeding by 

managing containers and woodpiles (cover, chemically treat, etc.) [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 
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CI or CI/CP Information:  

 GPS locations of container storage sites and woodpiles 

 Specify details of mosquito breeding and overwintering controls 

 Commit to implement mosquito controls as specified 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of mosquito breeding and overwintering control efforts to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify control efforts 

C2 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  These mosquito controls will result in reduced probability of West Nile 

virus infection of sagebrush obligates.  This reduction in a mortality factor will maintain or increase the 

production capacity for the region.  Bats are extremely effective at capturing and consuming 

mosquitoes, and are a highly mobile and adaptive mosquito control tool.  Snags, caves, overhangs, and 

other bat roosting habitats across the landscape are relatively limited.  This measure will substantially 

increase the number and distribution of favorable bat roosting sites and will focus the additional sites on 

areas likely to have mosquitoes and likely to be utilized by sage-grouse.  The additional bat habitat is 

expected to result in dispersed and increased bat populations with corresponding reductions in 

mosquitoes.  In addition, chemical treatments and management actions that restrict overwintering and 

breeding use of containers and woodpiles (restrictive covers, water removal prior to breeding season, 

etc.) will further restrict potential mosquito breeding success. 

Predation 

C3 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Predation causes the most direct mortality of sagebrush obligates 

throughout all phases of their life cycle.  This is especially true where habitat quality is marginal.  

Common predators of adult sage-grouse include golden eagles, red foxes, and bobcats.  Juvenile sage-

grouse are killed by a variety of predators including various diurnal raptors, ravens, badgers, red foxes, 

coyotes, and weasels.  Nest predators for all sagebrush obligates include ravens, crows, magpies, 

badgers, weasels, skunks, and raccoons.  Other potential predators for adult passerines include 

American kestrels, prairie falcons, and northern harriers.  Additionally, domestic and feral dogs and cats 

are significant predators to sagebrush obligates in all stages of their life cycle and in all seasons, 

particularly in the vicinity of residential areas. 

C3 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Remove or routinely burn as permitted (outside of 

seasonal activity restriction periods) existing dumps, landfills, or garbage piles within 4.3 miles40 of 

Occupied Sage-grouse Leks or suitable sagebrush steppe habitat [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

                                                 
40

  For those predator species with an ecological association with humans (including coyotes, red foxes, and 
raccoons for the region covered by this Agreement), Knick and Connelly (2011) have identified a 4.3 mile 
distance of influence around residential areas for potential sage-grouse impacts due to the foraging distances of 
the general group of human-associated mammalian and avian predators of sage-grouse.  For this Agreement it is 
assumed that this distance of influence should also apply to potential impacts from domestic and feral dogs and 
cats around residential areas.       
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify Occupied Sage-grouse Lek locations and suitable passerine habitat; GPS dumps, landfills, 

or trash sites within 4.3 miles 

 Identify individual trash sites which will be removed or routinely burned 

 Commit to remove or routinely burn (as permitted) trash sites 

 Photograph of each trash site 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of trash sites removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph removed trash site and provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association will visit site to verify trash site status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report trash management details (dates of routine burn, etc.) to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify trash disposal methods 

C3 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Utilize waste disposal options which do not serve as 

attractants for predators (commercial trash pickup services, caged trash bins, etc.), particularly for those 

areas within 4.3 miles of Occupied Sage-grouse Leks or suitable sagebrush steppe habitat [3 points for 

entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document existing waste disposal methods  

 Specify details of selected waste disposal option 

 Commit to implement selected waste disposal option 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report the waste disposal methods being utilized including any changes in waste disposal 

methods to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify waste disposal method 

C3 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Remove existing brush piles and downed trees within 3 

miles of Occupied Sage-grouse Leks and suitable passerine habitat [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify Occupied Sage-grouse Lek locations and suitable passerine habitat; GPS existing brush 

piles and downed trees within 3 miles 

 Identify individual brush piles or trees that will be removed 

 Commit to implement brush/tree removal 

 Photograph of each brush or tree removal site 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of brush piles or trees removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph brush or tree removal site and provide digital photograph(s) to the Association 

within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 
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C3 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure D:  Remove standing dead trees within 1 mile of Occupied Sage-

grouse Leks [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify Occupied Sage-grouse Lek locations and GPS standing dead trees within 1/4 mile 

 Identify individual trees that will be removed 

 Commit to remove identified trees 

 Photograph of each tree removal site 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report tree removal details (number of standing dead trees removed, date(s) of treatment, etc.) 

to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph tree removal site after treatment and provide digital photograph(s) to the 

Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site to verify tree removal status 

C3 Sage-grouse Supporting Conservation Measure E:  Develop and disseminate public education 

material on appropriate methods to reduce sage-grouse predation (e.g., habitat modifications, 

appropriate grazing practices to optimize nesting and brood-rearing habitat, etc. [1 point, maximum 3 

points (18 points for small acreage owners) among this measure and all lack of education measures] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of public education material:  media type, target audience, distribution methods, 

etc. 

 Commit to develop and disseminate public education materials 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the public education material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 
Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of public education material dissemination (pieces distributed, distribution 

locations, target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

C3 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reduction of predation may increase sagebrush obligate production 

capacity.  This can be accomplished through minimizing preferred predator habitat and reducing 

anthropogenic features (e.g., roads and dumps) that attract predators.  Educating people about sage-

grouse predation issues will encourage people to utilize appropriate methods and grazing practices that 

may benefit sagebrush steppe species. 
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FACTOR D:  Inadequacy of Existing Regulatory Mechanisms. 

Local Land Use Laws, Processes, and Ordinances 

On- and Off-Road Use of Suitable Habitat 

D1 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Both on- and off-road vehicle use of sagebrush steppe habitat can cause 

physical disruption of sagebrush obligates, and noise from recreational and other vehicles can cause 

behavioral disruptions as well.  This can cause sagebrush obligates to discontinue use of breeding areas, 

move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or 

capacity of winter habitat, abandon nests, or be forced to utilize habitats more prone to predation of 

nests, broods or adult birds. 

D1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Establish surface use agreement with the Association 

(including signage or other active management methods) to prevent recreational vehicle use of lands 

from March 1 to June 15 for important sage-grouse breeding and nesting habitat, from June 15 to July 

31 for important sagebrush obligate brood-rearing habitat, and from December 1 to February 15 for 

important sage-grouse winter habitat [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS sage-grouse lek locations and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Specify details of recreational vehicle use prevention efforts or reference signed agreement 

 Commit to establish and implement surface use agreement 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Sign surface use agreement with the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of prevention efforts (effectiveness, response to restrictions, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify effectiveness of 

recreational vehicle use prevention efforts 

D1 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure B:  Move livestock on horseback or on foot and restrict the use 

of recreational vehicles and dogs for trailing and herding in Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat from March 1 - 

July 31 [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify GPS lek site locations and map Suitable Sage-grouse Habitat 

 Specify details of livestock moving practices 

 Commit to implement livestock moving practices 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of livestock moving efforts (method used, effectiveness, sage-grouse flushed, 

etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify livestock movement 

methods 
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D1 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reduction of access and vehicular traffic will reduce related impacts to 

sagebrush obligate behavior and life cycle, and reduce the potential for the birds to be forced out of 

optimum habitat into marginal habitats.  Ultimately, this will maintain or improve the potential for 

nesting and brood-rearing success and/or capacity of winter habitat. 

Human Disturbance in Adjacent Near-lek Areas 

D2 Sage-grouse Threat:  Any human disturbance in the vicinity of the lek or associated nesting buffer 

during the breeding season can cause physical disruption of sage-grouse behavior, even if the lek is not 

on the participating member's property.  This can cause sage-grouse to discontinue use of a lek or move 

into more marginal nesting habitats, resulting in reduced lek breeding success, nesting success, nest 

abandonment, and birds forced to utilize habitats more prone to predation of nests. 

D2 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure:  Minimize human disturbance in a 341 mile nesting buffer zone 

around Occupied Sage-grouse Lek sites by contacting the Association each January for current 

information about existing buffer zones, restrictions on activities within buffer zones, and viable 

alternatives to activities from March 1 - June 15 in nesting buffer zones outside the members CI or CI/CP 

area [maximum 2 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Property map with GPS locations of known lek sites including those within 3 miles of the CI or 

CI/CP area 

 Commit to minimize human disturbance in buffer zone 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of efforts to minimize human disturbance (date of contact with the Association, 

effectiveness of alternatives, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

D2 Sage-grouse Benefits:  Disruption of lekking behavior by human disturbance can impact the breeding 

and nesting success probability, directly impacting sage-grouse populations.  This measure addresses 

those risks by using information on leks and related nesting buffer zones to establish a non-disturbance 

zone relative to leks outside the participating members’ property during the critical lekking and nesting 

seasons.  This will reduce related impacts to sage-grouse breeding behavior and will ultimately maintain 

or improve the potential for breeding and nesting success. 

Recreational Lek Observations 

D3 Sage-grouse Threat:  Recreational lek observations can cause disruptions to sage-grouse breeding 

behavior.  These can include disruptions due to the presence of the observers or noise from movements 

to and from the lek observation posts.  Any or all of these disturbance factors can cause sage-grouse to 

discontinue use of a lek either temporarily or permanently, resulting in reduced breeding and 

subsequent productivity success. 

                                                 
41

 Holloran and Anderson (2005) found a majority (64 percent) of nests within 3.1 miles of the lek.    
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D3 Sage-grouse Conservation Measure:  Manage sage-grouse lek viewing impacts through 

establishment of lek viewing protocols for lands within the CI or CI/CP area [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP 

area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and GPS sage-grouse lek site locations 

 Determine leks that will be open for public viewing 

 Specify details of lek viewing protocols using Wyoming Game & Fish Department's lek viewing 

guide as a basis, or reference filed protocol 

 Commit to implement lek viewing protocols 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Provide lek viewing protocol to the Association within 60 days of finalization and prior to 

opening leks for public viewing 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of lek viewing efforts (effectiveness, response to restrictions, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

D3 Sage-grouse Benefits:  Establishing specific protocols and controls on the numbers and activities of 

sage-grouse lek observers will help reduce negative impacts to sage-grouse breeding and production. 

Split Estate 

D4 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Several agencies have defined effective regulatory mechanisms to 

address some or all of these sagebrush obligates as species of concern, including the Bureau of Land 

Management, US Forest Service, Office of Surface Mining, and Wyoming Department of Environmental 

Quality, among others.  However, under split estate situations the effectiveness of mechanisms 

regulating sub-surface mineral activities can be reduced or negated, due to surface ownership and 

activities that are not subject to regulation.  These situations can result in surface disturbance activities 

that can potentially decrease the availability of quality habitat resulting in reduced nesting and brood-

rearing success and/or winter use capacity. 

D4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Establish a cooperative management plan between 

surface owner and mineral rights owner that addresses site specific fragmentation issues and maintains 

or enhances sagebrush steppe habitats; submit that plan to the Association for review and approval [up 

to 7 points depending on number of species and area covered; applicable to each party] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify proposed cooperative management plan participants and provide map 

 Commit to establish and implement cooperative management plan 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Develop and sign a cooperative management plan between surface and mineral rights owners 

within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the cooperative management plan to the 

Association 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report actions taken to ensure coordination between surface and mineral right owners and 

specific management actions taken to benefit sagebrush obligates to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify coordination and 

management actions 

D4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Establish a cooperative management plan between 

grazing permittee and the appropriate land management agency that addresses site specific 

fragmentation issues and maintains or enhances sagebrush steppe habitats; submit that plan to the 

Association for review [up to 7 points depending on number of species and area covered] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify proposed cooperative management plan participants and provide map 

 Commit to establish and implement a cooperative management plan 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Develop and sign a voluntary cooperative management plan between grazing permittee and the 

appropriate land management agency within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the voluntary cooperative management 
plan to the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report actions taken to ensure coordination between grazing permittee and the appropriate 

land management agency and specific management actions taken to benefit shortgrass species 

to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify coordination and 

management actions 

D4 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Establishing a cooperative management plan to coordinate surface 

owner and mineral right owner and/or grazing permittee and federal land management agency 

responsibilities will reduce surface disturbance activities that can potentially decrease the availability of 

quality habitat.  This will increase nesting and brood-rearing success and/or improve winter use 

capacity. 

FACTOR E:  Other Natural or Manmade Factors Affecting the Species’ 

Continued Existence. 

Drought 

Damage to Existing Green Areas 

E1 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Disturbance of riparian, wetland, and greenbelt areas can negatively 

impact water flow patterns and volumes, as well as negatively impact green area vegetation growing on 
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these sites.  This reduces the number and quality of existing green areas, negatively impacting the 

availability and quality of brood-rearing habitat.  These reductions in key foraging areas would reduce 

brood-rearing and nesting success. 

E1 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure:  Reduce sedimentation by stabilizing head cuts on 

ephemeral draws in suitable sagebrush steppe habitat [1 point for each head cut, maximum of 4 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Conduct baseline monitoring:  green area width downstream of head cut, sedimentation width 

 Commit to reduce sedimentation through stabilization 

 Report information along with GPS location of established green area and sedimentation width 

markers 

 GPS locations of existing head cuts which will be stabilized and method of stabilization 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 downstream from each head cut 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Record green area width and sedimentation width within + 1 week of June 15, July 15, August 

15, and September 15; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph head cut areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph; provide digital 

photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment area trend 

E1 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Reducing head cut sedimentation will maintain and potentially increase 

the availability and quality of brood-rearing habitat.  The protection and enhancement of these 

important foraging areas will maintain or increase nesting and brood-rearing success by providing 

additional habitat areas for forb food source development and will increase substrates for additional 

insect populations. 

Lack of Suitable Water Availability 

E2 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  The availability and distribution of water sources in the Coverage Area are 

limited and often are unsuitable for use by sagebrush obligates.  For example, stock watering tanks are 

used extensively throughout northeast Wyoming but, without appropriate escape ramps, sagebrush 

obligates and other wildlife can become trapped within these tanks and drown.  Poorly designed 

livestock barriers can also create hazards for sage-grouse and other wildlife.  In addition to direct 

mortality, these water limitations could impact the condition of adult females and broods, consequently 

having a negative impact on nesting and brood-rearing success. 

E2 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Establish guzzlers or other ground level watering points 

in suitable sagebrush steppe habitat and protect from trampling using wildlife friendly fencing or other 

measures [1 point for each, maximum of 4 points] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing sage-grouse leks and map suitable sagebrush steppe habitat 

 Identify location of guzzler(s) or other ground level watering points to be developed 

 Commit to establish guzzler(s) or other ground level watering points at identified location(s) 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per watering point 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of guzzler(s) or other ground level watering points installed to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph guzzler(s) or other ground level watering points annually within + 2 weeks of 

baseline photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify watering point status 

E2 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Install and maintain Association approved escape 

ramps and livestock barriers in all stock tanks [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing stock tanks 

 Identify location of stock tanks where new escape ramps or livestock barriers are needed 

 Commit to install and maintain escape ramps or livestock barriers as identified 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per stock tank 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of escape ramps or livestock barriers installed to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph escape ramps or livestock barriers annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report any wildlife mortalities to the Association within 30 days of discovery 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify escape ramp and livestock 

barrier status 

E2 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Remove previously approved but poorly designed 

escape ramps and livestock barriers in all stock tanks (those found to be ineffective in providing escape 

for trapped animals or with designs that create other hazards).  Install and maintain Association 

approved escape ramps and livestock barriers in all stock tanks [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing stock tanks 

 Identify stock tanks where replacement escape ramps or livestock barriers are needed 

 Commit to install and maintain escape ramps or livestock barriers as identified 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per stock tank 
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One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of escape ramps or livestock barriers replaced to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management:  

 Photograph escape ramps or livestock barriers annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report any wildlife mortalities to the Association within 30 days of discovery 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify escape ramp and livestock 

barrier status 

E2 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Establishing and protecting small-scale guzzler water sources will 

provide focused flowing water for use by sagebrush obligates.  Providing improved escape structures 

will restore the means for sagebrush obligates and other wildlife to escape from stock tanks, minimizing 

or eliminating the threat of drowning.  This will result in reduced threats of sagebrush obligate mortality 

in the area.  In addition, these improved water sources will maintain or improve the condition of nesting 

birds and broods, increasing nesting and brood-rearing success. 

Use of Insecticides 

E3 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Insecticides, particularly carbofuran insecticides, can result in reduced 

food sources, direct mortality, and reduced population productivity.  Grasshoppers and other insects are 

utilized by all sagebrush obligates so grasshopper control programs can exacerbate these threats. 

E3 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Commit to not using carbofuran insecticides on the 

enrolled acres [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current sagebrush obligate use areas 

 Document likelihood of new carbofuran insecticide use if not for the agreement to implement 

the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to not use carbofuran insecticides on enrolled acres 

 Document use of carbofuran insecticides on enrolled acres during previous 5 years 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Provide details of any carbofuran insecticide use; report use or submit a "no use of carbofuran 

insecticide" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of carbofuran 

insecticide programs 

E3 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Commit to utilizing the Reduced Area & Application 

Treatments (RAATs) approach for all insecticide spraying on enrolled acres [6 points on entire CI or CI/CP 

area] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of new grasshopper control and other insecticide spraying if not for the 

agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

 Document grasshopper control and insecticide spraying on enrolled acres during previous 5 
years 

 Commit to using RAATs for all insecticide spraying 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Provide details of grasshopper control and insecticide spraying; report use or submit a "no 

grasshopper control and insecticide spraying "statement to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of grasshopper 

control and insecticide spraying programs 

 

E3 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits: Reducing the chance of secondary poisoning from insect control 

programs will improve life cycle performance and increase overall production success. 

Outreach and Education Needs 

E4 Sagebrush Steppe Threat:  Since sagebrush obligate life cycles, including variations across regions, 

are relatively complex and not completely understood, well-meaning members of the public can 

frequently have negative impacts on these species without knowing those impacts are occurring.  In 

addition, details on life cycle habitat needs of sagebrush obligates, and the specific locations of suitable 

sagebrush steppe habitat in the region, are not general knowledge.  Potential negative impacts can 

include habitat fragmentation, human disturbance, and practices that increase the probability or 

distribution of West Nile virus vectors, among others.  These impacts can cause sagebrush obligates to 

move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting, brood-rearing success, and/or capacity 

of winter habitat; and abandon nests or be forced to utilize habitats more prone to predation of nests, 

broods, or adult birds. 

E4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure A:  Work cooperatively with community naturalists, 

conservation districts, and others to develop and fund two media spots describing items of interest 

including the Association's conservation commitments and programs, outlining sagebrush obligate 

benefits and steps for ranchette management, habitat fragmentation avoidance, road closures, weed 

control, etc. [1 point for 2 spots, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage owners) among C3E and 

all E4 measures] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of public education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, 

distribution methods, etc.) 

 Commit to work cooperatively to develop and place media spots 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 
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Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure B:  Work cooperatively with conservation districts to 

sponsor two Small Acreage Workshops or "welcome packets" focusing on sagebrush steppe habit 

including avoiding/addressing habitat fragmentation, need for weed control, and other positive steps for 

ranchette owners [1 point for 2 workshops/packets, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage 

owners) among C3E and all E4 measures] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of public education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, 

distribution methods, etc.) 

 Commit to sponsor workshops or develop and distribute “welcome packets” 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 

Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure C:  Commit to develop and present sagebrush obligate 

related information in classrooms, meetings, etc. [1 point per activity, maximum 3 points (18 points for 

small acreage owners) among C3E and all E4 measures] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, distribution 

methods, etc.) 

 Commit to develop and present sagebrush information 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 

Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E5 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure D:  Develop/sponsor programs on sagebrush steppe 

habitat including impacts of fragmentation and benefits of weed control; provide to area school 

agriculture and education programs with sufficient quality to be adopted by three teachers in the same 

or different school [1 point per program, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage owners) among 

C3E and all E4 measures] 

  



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 293 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, distribution 

methods, etc.) 

 Commit to develop/sponsor education programs 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 

Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Sagebrush Steppe Conservation Measure E:  Sponsor/host outreach activities (e.g., informational 

meetings, workshops, school tours, etc.) dealing with sagebrush steppe habitat for educators and their 

classes and the interested public [1 point per activity, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage 

owners) among C3E and all E4 measures] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of outreach activities (outreach type, target audience, subject matter, 

distribution methods, etc.) 

 Commit to sponsor/host outreach activities  

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of any outreach materials to the Association within 60 days of finalization 
Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of outreach activities (locations, media impressions, target audience response, 

etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Sagebrush Steppe Benefits:  Actively participating in development of sagebrush obligate 

informational messages in a form crafted for the respective audiences and partnering with entities that 

have a broad audience will increase the general public knowledge about sagebrush obligates.  The 

messages will incorporate vital information on sagebrush obligate life cycle and habitat needs and will 

allow listeners to make educated decisions about their actions in sagebrush habitat.  This will help 

reduce negative impacts to breeding, production, and/or wintering success. 
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15.0 APPENDIX 8 – THUNDER BASIN GRASSLANDS PRAIRIE 

ECOSYSTEM ASSOCIATION APPENDIX D -  SHORTGRASS 

PRAIRIE CONSERVATION MEASURES 
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The Association has developed a Strategy intended to purposefully place conservation effort within the 
Coverage Area where it is most likely to achieve durable conservation benefit.  The Strategy includes 
Conservation Measures which are consistent with the US Fish & Wildlife approved Greater Sage-grouse 
Umbrella CCAA for Wyoming Ranch Management (Statewide CCAA), while also addressing the multiple 
threats, including energy development, identified in the final report of the Greater Sage-grouse 
Conservation Objectives Team (COT).  The following Shortgrass Prairie Assemblage threats and 
associated Conservation Measures are listed below using the FWS’s five threat factors to categorize the 
treats and their respective Conservation Measures: 

Factor A: The present or threatened destruction, modification, or curtailment of habitat or range;  

Factor B: Overutilization for commercial, recreational, scientific, or education purposes;  

Factor C: Disease and predation;  

Factor D: Inadequacy of existing regulatory mechanisms; and 

Factor E: Other natural or manmade factors affecting the species' continued existence. 

It is the intent of the Association to provide for heterogeneity on a landscape level while supporting 

local homogeneity in specific sites across the Coverage Area.  The Conservation Measures indicated 

below deal with species that primarily favor the Shortgrass Prairie ecotype.  See Appendix E for specific 

details on required point values, timing, and other information on implementation of Conservation 

Measures. 
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Conservation Measures dealing with sagebrush steppe species can be found in Appendix C.  The 

Conservation Measures indicated below deal with species that primarily favor the shortgrass prairie 

ecotype. 

FACTOR A.  The Present or Threatened Destruction, Modification, or 

Curtailment of Habitat or Range. 

Habitat Fragmentation and Destruction 

Conversion of Suitable Habitat 

A1 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Conversion of shortgrass prairie to active agriculture use is a source of 

habitat fragmentation and degradation.  Most of the local agriculture activity occurred during the 1920s 

and 1930s and a majority of these areas have been recolonized by native bunchgrasses or were 

reseeded with crested wheatgrass.  For most sites this has created areas of fragmentation caused by tall 

grasses in what could otherwise be suitable shortgrass prairie habitat.  Inappropriate habitat reduces 

the likelihood of colonization by prairie dogs, reduces the number of mountain plover and burrowing 

owl nests and nest success, and can reduce ferruginous hawk prey availability. 

A1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Conduct baseline monitoring to determine existing 

conditions, identify, and protect areas meeting or trending toward suitable black-tailed prairie dog 

habitat1 as described below 

Vegetative cover: less than 40 percent bare ground 

Vegetative species: western wheatgrass (Pascopyrum smithii), blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis), 

buffalograss (Buchloe dactyloides), sand dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus), 

sixweeks fescue (Vulpia octoflora), green muhly (Muhlenbergia viridula), sedges 

(Carex spp.), scarlet globemallow (Sphaeralcea coccinea), prostrate shrub species 

such as birdfoot sage (Artemisia pedatifida), and plains pricklypear (Opuntia 

polyacantha)  

Vegetative height: <6 inches 

Soil depth: >6.5 feet 

Soil composition: loamy with limited gravel; low in clay (<30 percent); low in sand (<30 percent); 

medium to high in silt (>70 percent) with good drainage 

Slope: <20 percent; preferably <10 percent 

[5 points per 320 collective acres of go-back lands] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Conduct baseline soil monitoring:  soil composition, verify depth is more than 6.5 feet 

 Report information along with GPS location of soil sample points:  1 per 80 acres 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring: species height, cover by species 

                                                 
1
 Modified from Roe and Roe (2003), Reading and Matchett (1997), and personal communication with Fritz Knopf. 
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 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Identify method of protection and map protected areas 

 Commit to protect areas that are identified for protection 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 80 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report to the Association by September 30 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years2 to verify treatment area trend  

A1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Commit to no additional conversion of shortgrass 

prairie to cropland on enrolled lands [1 - 6 points depending on the history of conversion within the CI or 

CI/CP and extent of cropland currently on the CI or CI/CP; 1 additional point if area is within 5 miles of an 

active prairie dog colony] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Map existing land configuration specifying existing land use 

 Document likelihood of changes in land configuration or use if not for the agreement to 

implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to not convert additional shortgrass prairie to cropland on enrolled land 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report any changes in land configuration or use to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify land use 

A1 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Protection of suitable native shortgrass areas will reduce fragmentation 

and/or degradation, thus increasing the likelihood of colonization by prairie dogs, increasing potential 

mountain plover and burrowing owl nests and nest success, and increasing prey availability for 

ferruginous hawks. 

Energy Development:  Non-renewable 

A2 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Disturbances can create shortgrass prairie habitat fragmentation and 

inhibit shortgrass species use.  Shortgrass species can abandon use of fragmented habitat and nesting 

and brood-rearing success is reduced. 

                                                 
2
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends. 
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A2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Limit surface disturbance to 5 percent or less of 

Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat per 640 acres by reducing total drill site area and density through 

multi-well drilling pads, directional drilling, consolidated pipeline/road/utility corridors, closed loop 

drilling mud recovery systems, or other appropriate methods [9 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and existing surface disturbance areas 

 Specify details of activities selected to limit surface disturbance 

 Commit to limit all surface disturbance to 5 percent or less of suitable shortgrass prairie habitat 

per 640 acres 

 Document current drill site size, drilling density, and likelihood of new oil and gas facilities if not 

for the agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report activities to limit surface disturbance to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph each activity to limit surface disturbance annually; provide digital photograph(s) to 

the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify use of  activities to limit 

surface disturbance 

A2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Commit to multi-well pads or new well pad areas in 

shortgrass prairie habitat that average less than 80 percent of average pre-Agreement pad size [4 points 

for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document current average drill site size, drilling density, and likelihood of new oil and gas 

facilities if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to construct any new well pads constructed in shortgrass prairie as a multi-well or 

average less than 80 percent of average pre-Agreement pad size. 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report new drill site size for each well along with drilling density to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify drill site size and drilling 

density 

A2 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Preserving intact habitat blocks or reducing disturbance areas reduces 

habitat fragmentation and maintains or potentially increases nesting and brood-rearing success and 

prairie dog colonization. 

Facilities:  Detrimental Siting Due to Lack of Information 

A3 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Lack of information on shortgrass species use areas and/or shortgrass 

prairie habitat can result in fragmentation from inadvertent placement of roads, power lines, fences, or 

other detrimental infrastructure within critical distances of suitable shortgrass prairie habitat.  This can 
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cause shortgrass species to use marginal habitats resulting in reduced success in prairie dog 

colonization, nest establishment, and brood survivorship. 

A3 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Collect information necessary to maintain and update 

shortgrass prairie habitat maps and report to the Association at least annually.  This information 

includes recording GPS locations of incidental sightings and mapping all prairie dog colonies within the 

CI or CI/CP area.  The participating member will utilize  shortgrass prairie mapping and prairie dog 

colony information for surface use purposes to avoid new habitat fragmentation and/or remove existing 

infrastructure that may cause habitat fragmentation [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP area, additional 

points are possible if identified habitat use areas are permanently protected from fragmentation 

through a conservation easement] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Collect information necessary to maintain and update shortgrass prairie habitat maps and 

report to the Association at least annually.   

 Commit to protect shortgrass prairie habitat areas from new fragmentation and/or remove 

existing infrastructure that may cause habitat fragmentation 

 GPS location of known shortgrass species use areas (include any known ferruginous hawk nest 

sites, burrowing owl nesting areas, etc.) 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

Reporting Requirements: 

 GPS location of incidental sightings including number of birds; report to the Association after 

each sighting (preferred) or no later than December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report to the Association after each survey (preferred) or no 

later than December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Document how information was utilized for surface use purposes; report to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

A3 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Collect information necessary to maintain and update 

shortgrass species life cycle information and habitat use maps.  This includes such items as prairie dog 

active/inactive burrow surveys, mountain plover nest success surveys, ferruginous hawk and/or 

burrowing owl nest surveys, resource selection functions, environmental analysis, or other studies.  

Where applicable, the participating member will utilize this information to avoid new fragmentation of 

suitable habitat and/or remove existing infrastructure that may cause habitat fragmentation.  The 

Association will share this information with appropriate agencies and will publish pertinent information 

in a timely manner [4 points per annual study, depending on study parameters; additional points are 

possible if identified habitat use areas are permanently protected from fragmentation through a 

conservation easement] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Collect information necessary to maintain and update shortgrass species life cycle information 

and habitat use maps.  This includes such items as prairie dog active/inactive burrow surveys, 
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mountain plover nest success surveys, ferruginous hawk and/or burrowing owl nest surveys, 

resource selection functions, environmental analysis, or other studies.   

 Commit to avoid new fragmentation and/or remove existing infrastructure that may cause 

habitat fragmentation where applicable 

 GPS location of known shortgrass species use areas (include any known ferruginous hawk nest 

sites, burrowing owl nesting areas, etc.) 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Identify study parameters (location, timing, objectives, etc.) 

Reporting Requirements: 

 Participating member will provide a summary report of studies to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 A complete report which includes all collected data will be provided to the Association within 90 

days of project completion 

 Document how information was utilized for surface use purposes; report to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

A3 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Active collection of shortgrass species use and shortgrass prairie habitat 

information will reduce fragmentation of suitable habitat by increasing the identification of suitable 

habitats, allowing for better planning, maintenance, and conservation of these areas.  The Association 

will use this information to update and disseminate habitat maps to its members, thereby reducing the 

potential for placement of infrastructure in or near Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitats.  This will 

improve the potential for nesting and brood-rearing success and prairie dog colonization. 

Fragmentation:  General 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Disturbances can create shortgrass prairie habitat fragmentation and 

inhibit shortgrass species use and prairie dog movement between undisturbed areas.  Shortgrass species 

can abandon use of fragmented habitat and nesting and brood-rearing success is reduced. 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Through management and protection, encourage or 

maintain a mixture of large and small prairie dog colonies with some more than 1.75 miles from the next 

colony resulting in 1,500 acres at a burrow density of 10 active burrows per acre with a minimum of 2 

active burrows for every 5 inactive burrows and allow for introduction of black-footed ferrets under the 

experimental, non-essential population designation (ESA, Section 10(j), 16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.).  

Partnering with other private landowners or Federal land management agencies is strongly encouraged.  

Item E2B (no use of anticoagulant rodenticides) must be chosen in conjunction with this Conservation 

Measure.  Boundary control measures (see Item C1B) must be reviewed and approved by the Board [10 

points for entire CI or CI/CP area, up to 26 points if boundary control measures are included, based on 

number of active prairie dog colonies] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Commit to encourage or maintain a mixture of large and small prairie dog colonies 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries and property boundaries 
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 Specify details of management, protection methods at a larger landscape scale, and boundary 

control plan 

 Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location:  1 per prairie dog 

colony 

 Document use of poison on prairie dogs during previous 5 years 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report boundaries and management details to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph managed and protected prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline 

photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of 

taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of prairie dog 

colonies 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Obtain or donate conservation easements with a 

minimum 10 year term (term must match or exceed CI or CI/CP term) for intact habitat to be managed 

specifically for shortgrass prairie [8 points for each 320 contiguous acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify proposed conservation easement participants and provide map 

 Commit to obtain or donate conservation easements 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Obtain or donate conservation easement within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the conservation easement to the 

Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 If the conservation easement is obtained and managed by the Participating member, report 

actions taken to ensure protection of intact habitat and specific management actions taken to 

benefit shortgrass species to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the 

CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify habitat protection and 

management actions 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Establish buffer zones protecting prairie dogs and 

associated habitat, extending 75 feet from a prairie dog colony periphery, to allow active prairie dog 

colony expansion [3 points per 80 acres of buffer zone, maximum of 6 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Identify planned buffer zones, grass species, and method to obtain and maintain desired grass 

buffer height 

 Commit to establish buffer zones and protect prairie dogs and associated habitat within those 

zones. 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries annually between August 1 and October 1; report to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph prairie dog colonies and short grass buffer zones annually within + 2 weeks of 

baseline photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify buffer zones 

A4 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Preserving intact habitat blocks, encouraging appropriate prairie dog 

colonization, and reducing disturbance areas reduces habitat fragmentation and maintains or potentially 

increases nesting and brood-rearing success, prairie dog colonization, and potential black-footed ferret 

habitat. 

 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Habitat destruction can create shortgrass species fragmentation and 

inhibit shortgrass species use and prairie dog movement between undisturbed areas.  Shortgrass species 

will abandon use of destroyed or fragmented habitat and nesting and brood-rearing success is reduced 

or eliminated. 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Map and protect active prairie dog colonies [3 points 

for each 80 acres of active prairie dog colonies, maximum of 6 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map active prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Indicate estimated level of current use by prairie dogs 

 Identify and commit to implement protection measures which may include restricting 

fragmentation, modifying grazing, and redistributing nearby attractants, etc. 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 80 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph protected areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report prairie dog use of protected areas by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify protection measures 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Light, ground disturbing activities that enhance native 

vegetation while maintaining rangeland health can induce the rebuilding of leveled prairie dog burrows 

and encourage building new burrows (Talon Environmental 2007).  Habitat enhancement projects 

include prickly pear control by blading and windrowing, spring tooth harrowing and aerating the range, 

reseeding, etc. [3 points per 320 collective acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog burrows 

 Identify habitat enhancement project locations 
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 Specify details of selected enhancement methods 

 Commit to implement enhancement methods 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of enhancement activities (treatment method, date of treatment, results, GPS of 

active prairie dog burrows, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat enhancement areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every year to verify enhancement project status 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Develop shortgrass prairie habitat by establishing 

artificial burrows in suitable habitat through drilling or other means to facilitate new colonization or 

expansion of existing burrowing mammal colonies [4 points for each 320 acres of newly established or 

artificially expanded burrowing mammal colony] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog colonies 

 Identify habitat enhancement project locations 

 Specify details of selected enhancement methods 

 Commit to establish and maintain artificial burrows 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of enhancement activities (treatment method, date of treatment, results, GPS of 

active prairie dog colonies, etc.); report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat enhancement areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify enhancement project 

status 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure D:  Successfully relocate prairie dogs onto appropriate 

rangeland or reclaimed disturbed land sites [6 points for each 320 acres of active prairie dog colonies] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog colonies 

 Identify prairie dog relocation locations and identify property boundaries 

 Demonstrate compliance with applicable Wyoming Game and Fish policies on translocation of 

prairie dogs 

 Commit to successfully relocate prairie dogs and protect areas where relocation occurred 

 Specify details of prairie dog relocation methods and define success/failure parameters 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of relocation activities (relocation method, date of relocation, number of prairie 

dogs moved, results, GPS of relocated prairie dog colony, etc.) to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph prairie dog relocation areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify relocation status 

A5 Mountain Plover Conservation Measure E:  Enhance or maintain active mountain plover habitat 

areas (< 5 degrees slope with at least 30 percent bare ground on one square yard areas surrounded by 

82 foot circles of unobstructed view) keeping vegetation below 3 inches3 utilizing prescribed burns 

approved by the Association in early spring (mid-March to mid-April) followed by continuous grazing 

through July 10.  Management plans must include ways to maintain erosional stability and rangeland 

health [2 points for each 320 acres of active mountain plover habitat4]. 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS locations of active mountain plover habitat 

 Map location of prescribed fire 

 Identify site-specific design including fire control measures 

 Specify management plan details (grazing prescription, wildlife objectives, rangeland health 

objectives, etc.); consult with NRCS, UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement management activities 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

Immediate Actions: 

 Notify the Association 5 days before the prescribed fire so Association staff can be on site 

 Photograph area within 5 days after prescribed fire 

 GPS prescribed fire boundary within 5 days of burn 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of prescribed fire (acres burned, wind direction and speed, air temperature, 

photographs, GPS of boundary, etc.) to the Association within 30 days of prescribed fire 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph prescribed fire annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Report plan details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, Grazing Response Index, anticipated plan 

modifications, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify treatment response 

                                                 
3
 Graul (1973), Parrish et al. (1998), Plumb et al. (2005), Andres and Stone (2009), Knopf (personal communication, 
2011). 

4
 Knopf and Rupert (1996). 
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A5 Burrowing Owl Conservation Measure F:  Construct, install, and maintain artificial nest burrows in 

suitable habitat where natural burrows are scarce [1 point for installing and maintaining 5 artificial nest 

burrows, maximum of 4 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog colonies 

 Identify habitat enhancement project locations 

 Specify details of selected enhancement methods 

 Commit to construct, install, and maintain artificial nest burrows  

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of enhancement activities (treatment method, date of treatment, results, etc.) to 

the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat enhancement areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify enhancement project 

status 

A5 Ferruginous Hawk Conservation Measure G:  Protect, build or enhance flat-topped rock outcrops 

that are located more than 1.5 miles from human activity and on slopes ranging from 10 to 70 percent 

[1 point for protecting 5 qualifying existing outcrops, maximum of 3 points; 1 point for constructing 1 

suitable rock outcrop, maximum of 3 points; 1 additional point if outcrops are within 5 miles of an active 

prairie dog colony] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog colonies and areas of human activity 

 Identify habitat enhancement project locations 

 Specify details of selected enhancement methods including slope of treatment area 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

 Commit to protect, build, and enhance flat-topped rock outcrops identified 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of enhancement activities (treatment method, date of treatment, results, etc.) to 

the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat enhancement areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify enhancement project 

status 

A5 Ferruginous Hawk Conservation Measure H:  Protect small hills and ridges that are less than 30 feet 

higher than the immediately surrounding topography and more than 1.5 miles from human activity; 

enhance grassland habitats within 5 miles of these protected areas using focused grazing [1 point for 

protecting 5 qualifying landforms, maximum of 3 points; 1 point per 80 acres of grassland enhancements 
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within 5 miles of a known active nest, maximum of 3 points; 1 additional point if outcrops are within 5 

miles of an active prairie dog colony] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog colonies and areas of human activity 

 Identify protection and habitat enhancement project locations 

 Specify details of selected protection and enhancement methods including elevation of 

treatment area 

 Commit to protect small hills and ridges identified and enhance grassland habitats within 5 miles 

of these protected areas using focused grazing 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of enhancement activities (treatment method, date of treatment, results, etc.) to 

the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat enhancement areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify enhancement project 

status 

A5 Ferruginous Hawk Conservation Measure I:  Protect active or potential ferruginous hawk nesting 

trees (lone or peripheral) within 5 miles of active prairie dog colonies.  Livestock can weaken nest trees 

by excessive rubbing or trampling so trees must be protected by fencing or other provisions (installing 

rubbing posts can be effective in some situations) to prevent these impacts [1 point for protecting 5 

active or potential nesting trees, maximum 3 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of existing prairie dog colonies and trees 

 Identify protection and habitat enhancement project locations 

 Specify details of selected protection and enhancement methods 

 Commit to protect active or potential ferruginous hawk nesting trees within 5 miles of active 

prairie dog colonies 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per project area, minimum of 1 per 160 acres 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of protection activities to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph habitat protection areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify protection project status 

A5 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Protecting existing habitat or restoring habitat functionality maintains 

and potentially increases nesting and brood-rearing success and prairie dog colonization.  This increases 
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the likelihood that shortgrass species will use the habitat blocks and maintains or improves the potential 

for nesting and brood-rearing success and/or prairie dog colonization. 

Inappropriate Livestock and Wildlife Grazing Management 

A6 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Grazing management which is inappropriate for shortgrass species allows 

vegetative structure to grow above 4" providing excessive screening cover.  Grazing in this manner can 

degrade shortgrass prairie habitat by allowing establishment of taller vegetation, including 

bunchgrasses, resulting in increased prairie dog mortality from ground predators, reduced prey 

availability for burrowing owl and ferruginous hawk, and reduced nesting and brood-rearing success for 

mountain plover. 

A6 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Develop and follow an Association approved Grazing 

Management Plan throughout the CI or CI/CP term to establish or enhance shortgrass prairie habitat (4” 

or less plant height, at least 30 percent bare ground on one square yard areas surrounded by 82 foot 

circles of unobstructed view), on 1 to 5 percent of enrolled acres utilizing appropriate tools (i.e., seeding, 

grazing management, prescribed fire, etc.) while protecting rangeland health.  All grazing management 

plans will include specific ways to maintain rangeland health in low structure areas during drought [3 

points per 1 percent of enrolled acres, minimum 40 collective acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Specify details of selected management plans (rest and recovery periods, rotation objectives, 

drought mitigation plan, etc.); consult with NRCS, UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement grazing management according to Grazing Management Plan 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report plan details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage, Grazing Response 

Index for each covered pasture, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss management plan 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated plan modifications 

A6 Ferruginous Hawk Conservation Measure B:  Develop and follow an Association approved Grazing 

Management Plan throughout the CI or CI/CP term that, outside of the March 15 to July 15 nesting time 

frame, selectively focuses grazing intensity within 5 miles of known active ferruginous hawk nests to 

reduce residual grass height to 6 inches or less [1 point per 80 acres, maximum of 6 points; 1 additional 

point if nests are within 5 miles of an active prairie dog colony] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Specify details of selected management plans (rest and recovery periods, rotation objectives, 

drought mitigation plan, etc.); consult with NRCS, UW Extension as necessary 

 Commit to implement grazing management according to Grazing Management Plan 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report plan details (livestock numbers, in/out dates, supplemental forage, Grazing Response 

Index for each covered pasture, anticipated plan modifications, etc.) to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Conduct at least three step pace transects between July 15 to March 15 to verify residual 

vegetative height; report results to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to discuss management plan 

implementation, current year objectives, and anticipated plan modifications 

A6 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Utilize attractants (salt, mineral, supplements, fly rubs, 

etc.) to develop and/or maintain shortgrass prairie habitat [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map areas where Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat can be developed 

 GPS existing attractant locations 

 Identify sites where attractants can be located 

 Commit to utilize attractants (salt, mineral, supplements, fly rubs, etc.) to develop and/or 

maintain shortgrass prairie habitat 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per attractant site 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph attractant sites annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify attractant location 

A6 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Appropriate grazing management and placement of attractants will 

maintain functional shortgrass prairie habitat.  Decreased vegetative height will provide less cover for 

ground predators, increase prey availability, and maintain or improve the potential for nesting and 

brood-rearing success. 

Invasive Species 

A7 Mountain Plover Threat:  Invasive species can reduce or eliminate mountain plover habitat by 

rapidly increasing the screening cover above the 3" or less preferred by mountain plover.  This can cause 

mountain plover to move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing 

success.  Cheatgrass is especially detrimental as it not only destroys habitat but also increases the risk of 

wildfires which can cause juvenile mortality. 

A7 Mountain Plover Conservation Measure A1:  Treat annual bromes (cheatgrass) with Imazapic or 

other herbicide approved by the Association within a contiguous blocked area of mountain plover 

habitat of at least 320 acres, or 10 percent of landholdings if area is less than 1,000 acres, in order to 

maximize treatment effectiveness and reduce edge recruitment of cheatgrass.  Treatments will utilize 
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localized methodology developed by the Association including post treatment grazing management.  

Report success/failure to the Association and repeat treatment as necessary [1 point for 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map suitable mountain plover habitat areas 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Identify treatment areas 

 Commit to treat annual bromes with Imazapic or other herbicide approved by the Association in 

identified areas 

 Indicate herbicide application parameters  

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 160 acres 

One time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment used, 

chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the Association 

within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report vegetation cover by species, species height to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph treatment areas within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

 Association will visit site to verify treatment performance 

A7 Mountain Plover Conservation Measure A2:  In addition to treating cheatgrass with herbicide as 

described in Conservation Measure A1 above, prepare and reseed the area with native seed mix 

comprised of shortgrass species present in the adjacent vegetative communities; seeding must occur 

within 1 year of herbicide spray.  Report success/failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until 

successful as compared to adjacent areas [2 points for 320 acres] 

CI or CI/CP Information:   

 Map Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat areas 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Identify treatment areas noting spray / reseed areas 

 Indicate herbicide application and proposed seeding parameters - herbicide name, pure live 

seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Commit to prepare and reseed the area with native seed mix and monitor to ensure success.   

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  2 per 160 acres 

One time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of spraying (map of sprayed area, acres covered, spray equipment used, 

chemicals used, wind speed & direction, temperature, relative humidity, etc.) to the Association 

within 30 days of treatment 
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 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success/failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph treatment areas annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years5 to verify treatment area trend 

 

A7 Mountain Plover Benefits:  Reducing or removing threats to available mountain plover habitat will 

maintain or improve the potential for nesting and brood-rearing success.  Treatments that appropriately 

utilize herbicides (including rates and time of application) will reduce the risk of extensive wildfires and 

help reduce the potential spread and habitat impacts of invasive plants which frequently colonize 

burned areas.  These measures will also help to maintain or improve the potential for nesting and 

brood-rearing success. 

Power Lines 

A8 Shortgrass Bird Species Threat:  Birds can suffer injuries or mortalities from flying into power lines6, 

thus reducing the overall population. 

A8 Shortgrass Bird Species Conservation Measure A - Operator:  Site distribution and transmission lines 

at least 1/4 mile from suitable shortgrass prairie habitat and 5 miles from active ferruginous hawk nests 

[3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and GPS ferruginous hawk nest locations 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 1/4 mile of 

Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and 5 miles of active ferruginous hawk nests if not for the 

agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to site distribution and transmission lines at least ¼ mile from Suitable Shortgrass 

Prairie Habitat and 5 miles from active ferruginous hawk nests 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities that occur within 1/4 mile of 

Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and 5 miles of active ferruginous hawk nests; report changes 

                                                 
5
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends. 

6
 Johnson et al. (2002). 
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or submit a "no new facilities or surface disturbance activities " statement to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities 

A8 Shortgrass Bird Species Conservation Measure B - Landowner:  Establish surface use agreement 

with the Association requiring placement of distribution and transmission lines at least 1/4 mile from 

Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and 5 miles from active ferruginous hawk nests [3 points for entire CI 

or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of new power line construction  if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Specify surface use agreement details or reference signed agreement 

 Commit to implement surface use agreements 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Sign surface use agreement with the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify siting of facilities 

A8 Shortgrass Bird Species Conservation Measure C:  Move, bury, or retrofit or mark per current Avian 

Power Line Interaction Committee (APLIC) recommendations, existing distribution and transmission 

lines which are within 1/4 mile of Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat or within 5 miles of active 

ferruginous hawk nests [5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and GPS ferruginous hawk nest locations 

 Identify existing distribution or transmission lines to be modified 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per power line segment 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report footage of distribution or transmission line  modified to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph area of modified power line; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 

2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit site to verify distribution and transmission line status 

A8 Shortgrass Bird Species Benefits:  Keeping facilities at least 1/4 mile from Suitable Shortgrass Prairie 

Habitat and 5 miles from active ferruginous hawk nests will reduce injuries and mortalities from direct 

collisions, reduce potential for abandonment or reduced habitat use, and maintain or increase use of 

suitable shortgrass prairie habitats; thus maintaining or increasing population levels. 

Roads 

A9 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Roads, due to their long linear nature, are significant sources of habitat 

fragmentation and modification.  Shortgrass species can abandon use of highly fragmented habitat, 

reducing nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and prairie dog colonization.  Traffic 
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occurring close to occupied prairie dog colonies can result in significant mortalities and stress from 

traffic.  Traffic can also cause birds in the near vicinity of the road to abandon nests. 

A9 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Close, prepare seedbed, and reseed roads with native 

shortgrass seed mix within 1 mile of Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat.  Report success/failure to the 

Association and redo failed seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas [1 point per 1/4 mile 

including any necessary road relocation costs; 1 additional point if birdsfoot sage is included in the mix]. 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS active prairie dog colonies and Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters - pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc. 

 Map roads scheduled to be closed, reseeded, and relocated roads, if any, and any existing 

easements 

 Commit to close, prepare seedbed, and reseed roads with native shortgrass seed mix within 1 

mile of Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and monitor reseeded areas to ensure success.   

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 1/4 mile 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Association staff will visit site to verify road status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Monitor vegetation species height and cover by species annually between June 15 and August 

15; report data and seeding success / failure to the Association by September 30 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph closed road segment annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years7 to verify treatment area trend 

A9 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Document existing improved and two-track roads and 

commit to no new roads to be developed within 1/4 mile of suitable shortgrass prairie habitat [5 points 

for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information 

 Identify and map Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat 

 Map existing roads and existing easements 

 Document likelihood that new roads will be built if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Commit to not building roads within ¼ mile of Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 GPS and report placement of any new roads to the Association by December 31 of each year or 

as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

                                                 
7
 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends. 
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 Report road closures or other road access management actions to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify road status 

A9 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Reducing habitat modification and fragmentation from roads can 

maintain and potentially increase shortgrass species use capacity by favorably affecting prairie dog 

colonization, nest establishment and success, and brood-rearing success.  Other benefits include 

reduction of noise and human disturbance along the road within a critical distance of prairie dog 

colonies and/or nesting and brood-rearing habitat. 

Subdividing Native Habitats 

A10 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Subdividing native shortgrass habitats for development of ranchettes, 

housing units, or other exurban uses is a significant source of fragmentation and habitat conversion.  

Nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and prairie dog colonization are reduced with 

fragmentation and shortgrass species can abandon use of highly fragmented habitat.  Subdivisions also 

create a zone of negative influence as they attract foraging predators that have an ecological association 

with humans.  These predators include coyotes, red foxes, raccoons, ravens, and domestic pets, among 

others. 

A10 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure:  Commit to maintaining the land configuration to benefit 

shortgrass species (no additional fragmentation or alteration of land use, e.g., subdivisions) [6 points for 

a minimum of 320 contiguous acres of important habitat areas; maximum of 10 points for entire CI or 

CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map suitable shortgrass habitat 

 Map existing land configuration specifying existing land use 

 Document likelihood of changes in land configuration or use if not for the agreement to 

implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to maintain the land configuration to benefit shortgrass species 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map and report any changes in land configuration or use to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify land use 

A10 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Maintaining intact habitat blocks will reduce fragmentation and retain 

or potentially increase shortgrass habitat and forage.  This will favorably impact nest establishment and 

success, brood-rearing success, and prairie dog colonization. 
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Habitat Curtailment 

Crop Lands 

A11 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Areas currently used for crop production represent potential threats to 

expanding prairie dog colonies as prairie dogs may attempt to colonize active fields leading to increased 

direct mortality from agricultural activities.  This potentially reduces prairie dog colony expansion in 

other, more favorable directions.  Reduction in prairie dog colony extent also reduces mountain plover 

and burrowing owl habitat and ferruginous hawk prey availability. 

A11 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure:  Establish and maintain tall grass or crop stubble or other 

suitable materials to serve as a barrier between active prairie dog colonies and crop lands [1 point per 

1/2 mile length of barrier; maximum of 3 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries and nearby crop lands 

 Identify planned barrier zones, grass species, and method to obtain desired grass or crop 

stubble height 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

 Commit to establish and maintain tall grass or crop stubble or other suitable materials to serve 

as a barrier between active prairie dog colonies and crop lands 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries annually between August 1 and October 1; report to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph prairie dog colonies and tall grass or crop stubble barriers annually within + 2 weeks 

of baseline photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 

2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify barriers 

 

A11 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Developing tall grass, crop stubble, or other suitable barriers will help 

restrict potential movement of prairie dogs onto active crop lands and encourage expansion in other 

directions.  This will reduce direct mortality and increase overall production success.  Increases in active 

prairie dog colonies also benefit mountain plover and burrowing owl by providing suitable habitat and 

ferruginous hawk through increasing prey availability. 

 

A12 Mountain Plover Threat:  Areas currently used for crop production represent potential threats to 

nesting mountain plovers when field activities occur from April 10 to July 10.  Activities that conflict with 

the plover nesting cycle can increase unsuccessful nesting attempts, destroy nests, lead to chick 

mortalities, and/or reduce the availability of quality habitat.  These factors reduce mountain plover nest 

establishment, nesting success, and/or brood-rearing success. 
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A12 Mountain Plover Conservation Measure:  Commit to foregoing active agricultural field use 

between April 10 and July 108 in areas adjacent to mountain plover habitat [2 points per 320 acres of 

agricultural fields within 1/4 mile of mountain plover habitat; maximum 4 points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current agricultural use areas 

 Document agriculture use during previous 5 years 

 Commit to forego active agricultural field use between April 10 and July 10 in areas adjacent to 
mountain plover habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report dates of agricultural activities to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between April 10 and July 10 to 

verify status of agricultural activities 

A12 Mountain Plover Benefits:  Restricting agricultural activities from April 10 to July 10 will reduce 

direct mortality and benefit nesting success. 

Human Disturbance 

A13 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Human activities and noise in close proximity to active shortgrass prairie 

habitat areas can cause a reduction in the availability of quality habitat.  For example, human 

disturbance during the nesting season can cause mountain plovers to abandon nests, leading to 

increased nest predation or chick mortality.  This potentially reduces the productive capacity of the 

affected shortgrass species populations. 

A13 Ferruginous Hawk Conservation Measure A:  Avoid new surface occupancy and surface disturbance 

activities within 1 mile of known active ferruginous hawk nests from March 15 to July 31 [2 points for 

entire CI/CP area; 1 additional point if nests are within 5 miles of an active prairie dog colony] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS active ferruginous hawk nests and active prairie dog colonies 

 Commit to avoid new surface occupancy and surface disturbance activities within 1 mile of 

known active ferruginous hawk nests from March 15 to July 31 

 Map existing facilities within 1 mile of active ferruginous hawk nests 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 1 mile of active 

ferruginous hawk nests if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities that occur within 1 mile of active 

ferruginous hawk nests; report any changes or submit a "no changes to facilities or surface 

disturbance activities" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified 

in the CI or CI/CP 

                                                 
8
 US Fish & Wildlife Service (2002). 
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 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between March 15 and July 31 to 

verify surface disturbance activities 

A13 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Establish a 1 mile radius zone of avoided or limited 

human activity and noise levels at facilities and infrastructure sites in occupied shortgrass prairie habitat 

between March 15 and September 159 [6 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS occupied shortgrass prairie habitat such as nest sites, prairie dog colonies, etc. 

 Map existing facilities within 1 mile of occupied shortgrass prairie habitat 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 1 mile of 

occupied shortgrass prairie habitat if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation 

Measure 

 Commit to establish a 1 mile radius zone of avoided or limited human activity and noise levels as 
identified 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities of occupied shortgrass prairie 

habitat; report any changes or submit a "no changes to facilities or surface disturbance 

activities" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or 

CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between March 15 and September 

15 to verify siting of facilities and surface disturbance activities 

A13 Mountain Plover Conservation Measure C:  Establish site-specific plans (e.g., grazing/calving 

pastures, mine-related activities, oil & gas activity) for restricting surface disturbance activities from 

April 10 to July 10 within 1/4 mile of all occupied mountain plover habitat [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP 

area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and GPS occupied mountain plover habitat 

 Map existing facilities within 1/4 mile of occupied mountain plover habitat 

 Document likelihood of new facilities and surface disturbance activities within 1/4 mile of 

occupied mountain plover habitat if not for the agreement to implement the Conservation 

Measure 

 Commit to restrict surface disturbance activities from April 10 to July 10 within ¼ mile of all 

occupied mountain plover habitat 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in facilities or surface disturbance activities that occur within 1/4 mile of 

occupied mountain plover habitat; report any changes or submit a "no changes to facilities or 

surface disturbance activities" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

                                                 
9
 Based on FWS Wyoming Ecological Services Field Office’s recommended spatial and seasonal buffers for 
ferruginous hawk and burrowing owl. 
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 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between March 1 and June 15 to 

verify surface disturbance activities 

A13 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure D:  Schedule topsoil stripping activities outside of the 

nesting season (before March 15 or after September 1510) subject to modification for existing regulatory 

plans, or conduct surveys documenting lack of prairie dog occurrence and/or lack of nesting birds on and 

within 1 mile of topsoil stripping areas prior to commencing activities [4 points for 320 acres annually of 

delayed topsoil stripping] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and GPS occupied shortgrass prairie habitat (prairie dog colonies, known ferruginous 

nesting areas, etc.) 

 Proposed topsoil stripping areas and timeline 

 Commit to schedule topsoil stripping activities outside of the nesting season 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map any changes in topsoil stripping plans or timeline; report any changes or submit a "no 

changes to topsoil stripping plans or timeline" statement to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 If applicable, provide results of surveys documenting lack of prairie dog occurrence and/or lack 

of nesting birds on and within 1 mile of topsoil stripping areas to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify surface disturbance 

activities 

A13 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Removing or limiting human disturbance and noise near shortgrass 

prairie habitat during the prairie dog early juvenile emergence and bird breeding and nesting seasons 

will potentially decrease direct mortality, reduce nest abandonment risks in the nearby vicinity, and 

increase the overall productive capacity of the shortgrass species. 

Inappropriate / Poor Quality Reclamation 

A14 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Since shortgrass species utilize specific vegetation communities, seeding 

with non-native plant species can produce poor quality reclamation results, especially if highly 

aggressive non-native plant species are used.  Highly aggressive non-native species can establish habitat 

that is unusable by shortgrass species for nesting, brood-rearing, and/or prairie dog colonization. 

A14 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure:  Seed disturbed and reclaimed areas with native 

shortgrass seed mix, birdsfoot sage, etc.; seeding must occur within 1 year of site reclamation.  Report 

success-failure to the Association and redo failed seeding until successful as compared to adjacent areas 

[1 point per 40 acres; maximum of 8 points, higher points if birdsfoot sage is included in the mix] 

  

                                                 
10

 Based on FWS Wyoming Ecological Services Field Office’s recommended spatial and seasonal buffers for 
ferruginous hawk and burrowing owl. 
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CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify and GPS disturbed and reclaimed areas 

 Indicate proposed seeding parameters (pure live seed rate, seed mix composition, etc.) 

 Commit to seed disturbed and reclaimed areas with native shortgrass seed mix within 1 year of 

site reclamation and ensure success of seeded areas 

 Conduct baseline vegetation monitoring: cover by species, species height 

 Report information along with GPS location of established 100' vegetation transects:  1 per 80 

acres 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 40 acres 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report details of seeding (map of seeded area, acres covered, seedbed preparation methods 

used, seeding equipment used, dates of seeding, seed invoices, seed mix tag, etc.) to the 

Association within 30 days of treatment 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Photograph seeded area annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary date; 

provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 4 years11 to verify treatment area trend 

A14 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Increasing the area of appropriate native plant communities will 

increase potential shortgrass prairie habitat.  The establishment of appropriate food sources, nesting 

conditions, and/or brood-rearing conditions in reclaimed areas will reduce the potential for 

establishment of a reclamation vegetation community that is not usable by shortgrass species and will 

ultimately increase the total shortgrass prairie habitat available. 

Roads 

A15 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Roads, due to their long linear nature, are significant sources of habitat 

fragmentation and modification.  Shortgrass species can abandon use of highly fragmented habitat, 

reducing nest establishment and success, brood-rearing success, and prairie dog colonization.  Traffic 

occurring close to occupied prairie dog colonies can result in significant mortalities and stress from 

traffic.  Traffic can also cause birds in the near vicinity of the road to abandon nests.  Unpaved roads can 

modify surrounding habitat by serving as predator corridors and can be a significant source of dust 

which reduces the viability and vigor of vegetation in shortgrass habitat.  Over time, dust can reduce the 

amount of effective moisture available to plants and can adversely affect several life cycle phases of 

insects (e.g., ants, beetles, grasshoppers, etc.) that are important food sources for mountain plovers and 

burrowing owls. 

                                                 
11

 This frequency is adapted from WDEQ-LQD Guideline 14 which specifies that at least two interim vegetation 
monitoring events occur within a 10-year period following the initial sampling to evaluate reclamation success 
trends. 
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A15 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Implement annual chemical dust control measures for 

high-use unpaved roadways within suitable shortgrass prairie habitat [1 point per 1/4 mile; maximum 3 

points] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify and map Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat and existing roads, including existing 

easements 

 Identify dust control areas (taking existing easements into consideration) and map location 

indicating daily usage 

 Specify details of selected dust control measures 

 Commit to implement annual chemical dust control measures 

 Baseline photo points with GPS locations:  1 per 1/4 mile 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of selected dust control measures (when applied, how much, invoices or other 

documentation of dust control, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph dust control area(s) annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph anniversary 

date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify effectiveness of dust 

control measures 

A15 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Establish formal commitments (including signage or 

other active management methods) to close improved and two-track within 1/4 mile of active prairie 

dog colonies to all internal and external use (excluding monitoring and unforeseen circumstances) from 

April 10 to August 3112 [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries and roads within 1/4 mile, including existing easements 

 Signed surface use agreement with the Association specifying road closure details 

 Commit to enforce road closures where necessary 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of prevention efforts (effectiveness, response to restrictions, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years between April 10 and August 31 to 

verify effectiveness of recreational vehicle use prevention efforts 

A15 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Place speed restrictions on vehicle traffic on roads 

within 1/4 mile of active prairie dog colonies during the early juvenile emergence and bird breeding and 

nesting seasons (April 10 through August 31) to help minimize stress and direct mortality [2 points per 

collective road mile, maximum of 5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

  

                                                 
12

 Based on FWS guidelines for mountain plover and the WYNDD guidelines for burrowing owl. 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries and existing roads, including existing easements 

 Identify speed reduction areas 

 Commit to install signs indicating speed restrictions 

 GPS location of each sign 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report speed restriction implementation details and any observed covered species mortalities 

to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph of each speed limit sign; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify sign placement and survey 

road surface for prairie dog fatalities 

A15 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Reducing habitat modification and fragmentation from roads can 

maintain and potentially increase shortgrass species use capacity by favorably affecting prairie dog 

colonization, nest establishment and success, and brood-rearing success.  Other benefits include 

reduction of noise and human disturbance along the road within a critical distance of prairie dog 

colonies and/or nesting and brood-rearing habitat.  These measures will also reduce dust in the vicinity 

of nesting habitat, potentially increasing insect availability and habitat quality. 

FACTOR B.  Overutilization for Commercial, Recreational, Scientific, or 

Educational Purposes 
 

B1 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Uncontrolled recreational shooting (prior to any listing under the ESA) of 

black-tailed prairie dogs could result in significant stress and mortalities leading to decreased mountain 

plover and burrowing owl habitat along with loss of prey availability for ferruginous hawks. 

B1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Manage any recreational shooting of black-tailed 

prairie dogs within the CI or CI/CP area to maintain burrow densities of 10 active burrows per acre 

(approximately 3 prairie dogs per acre) with a minimum of 2 active burrows for every 5 inactive 

burrows13 using the following standards: 

 Regulate shooting pressure to maintain the minimum active burrow densities 

 Commit to elimination of recreational shooting whenever the active burrow densities fall below 

10 per acre or the 2:5 ratio 

 Limit recreational shooting to May 15 to September 15 

 Limit shooting groups to no more than 6 participants on any one prairie dog colony 

 Use only non-toxic and full metal jacket bullets 

[2 points per 80 collective acres managed, maximum of 6 points] 

                                                 
13

 4W Ranch FLP Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (2009). 
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Note:  This Conservation Measure is applicable prior to any listing under the ESA.  If the black-tailed 

prairie dog is listed during the term of the CI or CI/CP, recreational shooting would likely not be legal and 

therefore additional Conservation Measures may need to be selected for implementation to replace this 

Conservation Measure. 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS location of active/inactive prairie dog burrows 

 Report burrow density parameters 

 GPS location of photo points:  1 per prairie dog colony 

 Commit to limit recreational shooting as described prior to any listing under the ESA.  

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 GPS location of active prairie dog burrows; report to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report hunt dates and numbers of hunters in groups to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph managed prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify burrow density 

B1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Commit to no shooting of black-tailed prairie dogs 

within the CI or CI/CP area [up to 10 points for entire CI or CI/CP area based on number of acres of 

active prairie dog colonies (maximum points for ≥ 1,500 acres), up to 26 points if boundary control 

measures (see Item C1B) are included] 

Note:  If the black-tailed prairie dog is listed under the ESA during the term of the CI or CI/CP, shooting 

would likely not be legal and therefore the points associated with this Conservation Measure may 

require review by the Association Board and Conservation Advisory Committee. 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location:  1 per prairie dog 

colony 

 Document likelihood of prairie dog shooting if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Document shooting of prairie dogs during previous 5 years 

 Commit to no shooting of black-tailed prairie dogs within CI area 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report any plague events to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the 

CI or CI/CP 

 Submit a "no shooting" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 
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 Photograph managed prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of prairie dog 

colonies 

B1 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Elimination or control of shooting will reduce direct mortality and stress 

factors and help maintain or improve prairie dog populations.  This will help increase mountain plover 

and burrowing owl habitat and will provide increased prey availability for ferruginous hawks. 

FACTOR C:  Disease and Predation. 

Disease 

C1 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Although plague is likely the most important factor adversely influencing 

black-tailed prairie dog population dynamics, recent information indicates populations are responsive, 

re-populating plague-impacted colonies14.  Generally, the threat of plague is not within the landowner’s 

ability to control, although management for a discontinuous, moderately dense prairie dog population 

may help limit the spread of plague.  Any efforts to control plague are beneficial, as uncontrolled black-

tailed prairie dog mortalities can lead to decreased mountain plover and burrowing owl habitat along 

with loss of prey availability. 

C1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Through management and protection, encourage a 

mixture of large and small prairie dog colonies with some more than 1.75 miles from the next colony.  

Boundary control measures (Item C1B) must be chosen in conjunction with this Conservation Measure 

and must be reviewed and approved by the Board [up to 5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area based on 

number of active prairie dog colonies] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries and property boundaries 

 Specify details of management, protection methods at a larger landscape scale, and boundary 

control plan 

 Commit to implement management and protection actions 

 Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location:  1 per prairie dog 

colony 

 Document use of poison on prairie dogs during previous 5 years 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

                                                 
14

 Cully and Williams (2001). 
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 Photograph managed and protected prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline 

photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of 

taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of prairie dog 

colonies  

C1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  In coordination with the participating agencies, county 

Weed & Pest offices, or other non-governmental organizations, provide annual 1/2 mile boundary 

control for prairie dog colonies using non-anticoagulant rodenticides or other approved methods as 

appropriate [2 points for each 160 acres (1/2 mile at 1/2 mile buffer depth) of boundary control].  

Depending on vegetation surrounding the proposed area of implementation of this Conservation 

Measure, the Participating Member may also want to consider implementing Conservation Measures 

from A7 in conjunction with this Conservation Measure to reduce impacts of invasive plants in areas 

where prairie dogs are controlled. 

CI or CI/CP Information:   

 Map current prairie dog colonies requiring boundary control 

 Specify details of boundary control methods 

 Commit to implement boundary control methods as specified 

 Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location:  1 per prairie dog 

colony 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report boundary and control details to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph managed prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of prairie dog 

colonies  

Note:  This Conservation Measure is applicable prior to any listing under the ESA.  If the black-tailed 

prairie dog is listed during the term of the CI or CI/CP, this Conservation Measure would need to be 

evaluated using Adaptive Management.  Therefore additional Conservation Measures may need to be 

selected for implementation to replace this Conservation Measure. 

C1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Commit not to poison remaining prairie dogs while the 

population is at a low level following a plague event.  Poisoning following plague may effectively 

eliminate the entire prairie dog population, since plague can induce mortality in up to 99 percent of a 

complex.  Exceptions will be prairie dog colonies with plague that are located less than 1.75 miles15 from 

the nearest healthy prairie dog colony [up to 9 points for entire CI or CI/CP area based on number of 

active prairie dog colonies] 

  

                                                 
15

 WYNDD. 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location:  1 per prairie dog 

colony 

 Document likelihood of prairie dog poisoning if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Document use of poison on prairie dogs during previous 5 years 

 Commit not to poison remaining prairie dogs following a plague event 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Report any plague events to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the 

CI or CI/CP 

 Document any poisoning; report poisoning or submit a "no poisoning" statement to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph managed prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline photograph 

anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of taking as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of prairie dog 

colonies  

C1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure D:  In coordination with the participating agencies, county 

Weed & Pest offices, or other non-governmental organizations, participate in efforts to control sylvatic 

plague (e.g., dusting of prairie dog colonies with Deltamethrin or other appropriate flea control powder, 

oral delivery of plague vaccine, etc.) [up to 5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area based on number of active 

prairie dog colonies] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Specify details of management and protection methods 

 Commit to implement efforts to control sylvatic plague as specified 

 Baseline photo points of managed prairie dog colonies with GPS location:  1 per prairie dog 

colony 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report boundary and control details to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Photograph managed and protected prairie dog colonies annually within + 2 weeks of baseline 

photograph anniversary date; provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 weeks of 

taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of prairie dog 

colonies 
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C1 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Reduction of poisoning after plague events and plague control activities 

will reduce direct mortality and a mixture of prairie dog colonies sizes and placement will maintain or 

improve prairie dog habitat.  Both measurers will lead to improved prairie dog populations.  This will 

help increase mountain plover and burrowing owl habitat and will provide increased prey availability for 

ferruginous hawks. 

Predation 

C2 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Predation can cause direct mortality of shortgrass species throughout all 

phases of their life cycle.  This is especially true where habitat quality is marginal.  Common predators 

include ravens, crows, magpies, loggerhead shrikes, badgers, weasels, skunks, and raccoons.  

Additionally, domestic and feral dogs and cats are significant predators to shortgrass species in all stages 

of their life cycle and in all seasons, particularly in the vicinity of residential areas. 

C2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Remove or routinely burn as permitted (outside of 

seasonal activity restriction periods) existing dumps, landfills, or garbage piles within 4.3 miles16 of 

prairie dog colonies or suitable shortgrass prairie habitat [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS active prairie dog colonies, Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat, and existing dumps, landfills, 

or garbage piles within 4.3 miles 

 Identify individual trash sites for removal and commit to remove or routinely burn 

 Photograph of each trash site 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of trash sites removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph removed trash site and provide digital photograph(s) to the Association within 2 

weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association will visit site to verify trash site status 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report trash management details (dates of routine burn, etc.) to the Association by December 

31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify trash disposal methods 

C2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Utilize waste disposal options which do not serve as 

attractants for predators (commercial trash pickup services, caged trash bins, etc.), particularly for those 

areas within 4.3 miles of active prairie dog colonies or suitable shortgrass prairie habitat [3 points for 

entire CI or CI/CP area] 

  

                                                 
16

  For those predator species with an ecological association with humans (including coyotes, red foxes, and 
raccoons for the region covered by this Agreement), Knick and Connelly (2011) have identified a 4.3 mile 
distance of influence around residential areas due to the foraging distances of human-associated predators.  For 
this Agreement it is assumed that this distance of influence should also apply to potential impacts from domestic 
and feral dogs and cats around residential areas. 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document existing waste disposal methods 

 Specify details of selected waste disposal option 

 Commit to utilizing waste disposal options as specified 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report the waste disposal methods being utilized including any changes in waste disposal 

methods to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify waste disposal method 

C2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Remove existing brush piles and downed trees within 3 

miles of active prairie dog colonies or suitable shortgrass prairie habitat [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP 

area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS active prairie dog colonies, suitable shortgrass prairie habitat, existing brush piles, and 

downed trees within 3 miles 

 Identify individual brush piles or trees that will be removed 

 Commit to remove identified brush piles and/or trees 

 Photograph of each brush or tree removal site 
One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of brush piles or trees removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph brush or tree removal site and provide digital photograph(s) to the Association 

within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of brush piles and 

downed trees 

C2 Mountain Plover Conservation Measure D:  Eliminate riparian brush and thickets with documented 

loggerhead shrike nesting sites within 1/4 mile of occupied mountain plover habitat [1 point for entire CI 

or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS occupied mountain plover habitat and loggerhead shrike nesting sites, existing riparian 

brush and thickets 

 Identify individual riparian brush and thickets that will be removed 

 Commit to eliminate identified riparian brush and thickets 

 Photograph of each brush or thicket removal site 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Report number of brush piles or trees removed to the Association by December 31 

 Photograph brush or thicket removal site and provide digital photograph(s) to the Association 

within 2 weeks of taking or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of brush piles and 

downed trees 



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 328 

C2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure E:  Notify and provide surface or aerial access to APHIS 

Wildlife Services (allow APHIS to search and relocate great horned owls using aircraft) for relocation of 

great horned owls within 5 miles of active prairie dog colonies where black-footed ferrets are scheduled 

to be, or have been, introduced [2 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information:  

 Identify proposed access areas and provide map 

 Commit to notify and provide surface or aerial access to APHIS Wildlife Services 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit signed surface or aerial access agreement to the Association within 60 days of 

finalization 

C2 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Reduction of predation will increase the shortgrass species production 

capacity for the region.  This can be accomplished through direct control of predators or through 

minimizing their preferred habitat. 

FACTOR D:  Inadequacy of Existing Regulatory Mechanisms. 

Local Land Use Laws, Processes, and Ordinances 

On- and Off-Road Use of Suitable Habitat 

D1 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Both on- and off-road vehicle use of shortgrass prairie habitat can cause 

physical disruption of shortgrass species, and noise from recreational and other vehicles can cause 

behavioral disruptions as well.  This can cause direct mortality, can negatively impact breeding and 

nesting activities, and force use of habitats more prone to predation of nests, broods, or adult birds. 

D1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure:  Establish surface use agreement with the Association 

(including signage or other active management methods) to prevent recreational vehicle use of lands 

from April 10 to August 3117 for important shortgrass prairie habitat [3 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 GPS ferruginous hawk nest sites and map Suitable Shortgrass Prairie Habitat 

 Commit to signing surface use agreement with the Association 

 Specify details of recreational vehicle use prevention efforts or reference signed surface use 

agreement 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Sign surface use agreement with the Association 
  

                                                 
17

 Based on FWS guidelines for mountain plover and the WYNDD guidelines for burrowing owl. 
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Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report details of prevention efforts (effectiveness, response to restrictions, etc.) to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify effectiveness of 

recreational vehicle use prevention efforts 

D1 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Reduction of access and vehicular traffic will reduce related impacts to 

shortgrass species behavior and life cycle, and reduce the potential for species to be forced out of 

optimum habitat into marginal habitats.  Ultimately, this will maintain or improve the potential for 

nesting and brood-rearing success and/or prairie dog colonization. 

Federal Land Management and Split Estate Situations 

D2 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Several agencies have defined regulatory mechanisms to address some or 

all of these shortgrass species as species of concern, including the Bureau of Land Management, US 

Forest Service, Office of Surface Mining, Wyoming Game and Fish Department, and Wyoming 

Department of Environmental Quality, among others.  In addition, these agencies desire to manage 

prairie dog populations to aid in the recovery and potential delisting of black-footed ferrets.  However, 

grazing permittee concerns and split estate situations may reduce or negate the effectiveness of 

regulatory mechanisms, due to permittee resistance and surface ownership or activities that are not 

subject to regulation.  These situations can result in activities that can potentially decrease the 

availability of quality habitat resulting in reduced nesting and brood-rearing success and/or prairie dog 

colonization. 

D2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Establish a voluntary cooperative management plan 

between surface owner and mineral rights owner that addresses site specific fragmentation issues and 

maintains or enhances shortgrass prairie habitats; submit that plan to the Association for review and 

approval [up to 7 points depending on number of species and area covered; applicable to each party] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify proposed cooperative management plan participants and provide map 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Develop and sign a voluntary cooperative management plan between surface and mineral rights 

owners within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing and commit to implement cooperative management 

plan 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the voluntary cooperative management 
plan to the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report actions taken to ensure coordination between surface and mineral right owners and 

specific management actions taken to benefit shortgrass species to the Association by 

December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify coordination and 

management actions 
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D2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Establish a voluntary cooperative management plan 

between grazing permittee and the appropriate land management agency that addresses site specific 

fragmentation issues and maintains or enhances shortgrass prairie habitats including prairie dog 

colonies; submit that plan to the Association for review [up to 7 points depending on number of species 

and area covered] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify proposed cooperative management plan participants and provide map 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Develop and sign a voluntary cooperative management plan between grazing permittee and the 

appropriate land management agency within 5 years of CI or CI/CP signing and commit to 

implement management plan 

 Immediately upon finalization, submit a signed copy of the voluntary cooperative management 
plan to the Association 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report actions taken to ensure coordination between grazing permittee and the appropriate 

land management agency and specific management actions taken to benefit shortgrass species 

to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify coordination and 

management actions 

D2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Members who hold a federal grazing permit in 

potential black-footed ferret recovery areas agree not to protest (and if possible, support) federal land 

management agency decisions or actions related to black-footed ferret recovery and, if possible, assist 

in implementation of recovery actions[up to 4 points depending on area covered] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Identify area covered by federal grazing permit 

 Identify black-footed ferret recovery area 

 Agree to not protest federal land management decisions or actions related to black-footed 

ferret recovery areas 

 If possible, assist in implementation of recovery actions 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Report actions taken to ensure coordination between grazing permittee and the appropriate 

land management agency and submit a "no protest of federal land management agency actions 

related to ferret recovery" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify coordination and 

management actions 

D2 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Establishing voluntary cooperative management plans to coordinate 

surface owner and mineral right owner or grazing permittee and land management agency 

responsibilities will reduce activities that can potentially decrease the availability of quality habitat.  In 

the same manner, agreeing not to protest land management agency plans relating to black-footed ferret 
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recovery will ensure that more time and resources are devoted to developing quality habitat.  These 

actions will increase nesting and brood-rearing success and/or improve prairie dog colonization and will 

aid in black-footed ferret recovery. 

FACTOR E:  Other Natural or Manmade Factors Affecting the Species’ 

Continued Existence. 

Control of Prey / Food Sources 

E1 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Control of prairie dogs through use of rodenticides results in direct 

mortality, can result in localized food shortages for ferruginous hawks and can result in loss of suitable 

habitat for burrowing owl and mountain plover populations. 

E1 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure:  Commit to not poisoning prairie dogs on the entire CI or 

CI/CP acreage.  Prairie dogs within a buffer of up to 1 mile around human habitations and up to 1/2 mile 

around dam faces can be controlled using non-anticoagulant rodenticides or other methods which must 

be documented in the CI or CI/CP and specifically approved by the Board [up to 9 points depending on 

the extent of prairie dog colonies in the CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document likelihood of prairie dog poisoning if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Document use of poison on prairie dogs during previous 5 years 

 Identify any areas where prairie dogs will be controlled and document reason for control 

 Commit to not poisoning prairie dogs on entire CI or CI/CP acreage 

 Specify control methods for any areas where prairie dogs will be controlled 
Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Submit a "no poisoning" statement or document approved control activities to the Association 

by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of poisoning 

programs 

E1 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Eliminating poisoning of prairie dogs will reduce prairie dog mortality, 

improve prey availability for ferruginous hawks, and increase suitable habitat for burrowing owl and 

mountain plover populations. 

 

E2 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Control of prey species through use of rodenticides and/or recreational 

shooting can result in localized food shortages for ferruginous hawks and has been identified as the 

primary factor in the decline of burrowing owl populations.  Use of anticoagulant rodenticides such as 

RozolTM and KaputTM for prairie dog control can cause mortality or otherwise adversely impact 

shortgrass prairie species.  Use of lead shot for control of prey species can also adversely impact 

predators.  A recent study of lead shot retention in recreationally shot prairie dogs in the Thunder Basin 
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found that 87 percent of prairie dogs shot with soft point (expanding) bullets contained detectable 

amounts of bullet fragments.  Seventy-three percent of the lead fragments in the carcasses were small, 

each weighing less than 25 mg.  This could increase the risk of lead assimilation in secondary consumers, 

such as ferruginous hawks. 

E2 Ferruginous Hawk and Burrowing Owl Conservation Measure A:  If it is necessary to control 

lagomorph or rodent populations, commit to control programs using non-anticoagulant rodenticides 

that only lower the peaks of cyclic highs and that are not actively employed during cyclic lows [2 points 

depending on the extent of prey habitats on the CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document poison control program specifics 

 Document likelihood of rodent or lagomorph poisoning if not for the agreement to implement 

the Conservation Measure 

 Document use of poison on rodents or lagomorphs during previous 5 years 

 Commit to limiting rodent and lagomorph control programs 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Provide details of any poisoning; report poisoning or submit a "no poisoning" statement to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of poisoning 

programs 

E2 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Use only zinc phosphide (or similar rodenticides) for any 

prairie dog control poisoning.  In order to avoid potential mortalities for all covered species, 

anticoagulant rodenticides such as RozolTM or KaputTM will not be used on the enrolled property [8 

points for entire CI or CI/CP area] (REQUIRED) 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map likely prairie dog control areas 

 Document non-anticoagulant poison control program specifics 

 Document likelihood and timing of non-anticoagulant prairie dog poisoning if not for the 

agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

 Commit to restricting use of anticoagulant rodenticides and only use zinc phosphide or similar, 

identified rodenticides 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map likely prairie dog control areas; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Provide details of any poisoning; report poisoning or submit a "no poisoning" statement to the 

Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of poisoning 

programs 

E2 Ferruginous Hawk Conservation Measure C:  Use only non-toxic or full metal jacket bullets for any 

prairie dog hunting conducted on the enrolled acres [1 point for entire CI or CI/CP area] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Document non-toxic or full metal jacket bullet program specifics and commit to implement the 

program 

 Document likelihood of non-approved bullet use if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Document use of non-approved bullets during previous 5 years 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Provide details of non-toxic or full metal jacket bullet program; report non-approved bullet use 

or submit a "only approved bullets used" statement to the Association by December 31 of each 

year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of approved bullet 

use program 

E2 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Reducing prey control programs and reducing the chance of lead 

assimilation and secondary poisoning from these programs will improve both quantity and quality of 

available prey and lead to improved shortgrass prairies species life cycle performance. 

Use of Insecticides 

E3 Burrowing Owl and Mountain Plover Threat:  Insecticides, particularly carbofuran insecticides, can 

result in reduced food sources, direct mortality, and reduced mountain plover and burrowing owl 

population productivity.  Grasshoppers are a favored food of both birds so grasshopper control 

programs can exacerbate these threats.   

E3 Burrowing Owl and Mountain Plover Conservation Measure A:  Commit to restricting large-scale 

insecticide application to lands outside of a 1/4 mile radius18 around active prairie dog colonies [3 points 

for entire CI or CI/CP area]  

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current prairie dog colony boundaries 

 Commit to restricting large-scale insecticide application to lands outside of a ¼ radius around 

active prairie dog colonies 

 Document insecticide program specifics 

 Document likelihood of new insecticide use if not for the agreement to implement the 

Conservation Measure 

 Document use of insecticides on and within 1/4 mile of active prairie dogs during previous 5 

years 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map prairie dog colony boundaries; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

                                                 
18

 Based on FWS spatial and seasonal buffers for burrowing owl. 
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 Provide details of any insecticide use; report use or submit a "no use of insecticide" statement 

to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of insecticide 

programs  

E3 Burrowing Owl and Mountain Plover Conservation Measure B:  Commit to not use carbofuran 

insecticides on the enrolled acres [4 points for entire CI or CI/CP area with confirmed presence of 

burrowing owls and/or mountain plovers] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current burrowing owl and mountain plover use areas 

 Commit to not use carbofuran insecticides on the enrolled acres 

 Document likelihood of new carbofuran insecticide use if not for the agreement to implement 

the Conservation Measure 

 Document use of carbofuran insecticides on enrolled acres during previous 5 years 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map burrowing owl and mountain plover use areas; report to the Association by December 31 

of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Provide details of any carbofuran insecticide use; report use or submit a "no use of carbofuran 

insecticide" statement to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI 

or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of carbofuran 

insecticide programs  

E3 Burrowing Owl and Mountain Plover Measure C:  Commit to utilizing the Reduced Area & 

Application Treatments (RAATs) approach and restricting grasshopper control to lands outside of a 1/4 

mile radius around active prairie dog colonies [5 points for entire CI or CI/CP area] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Map current occupied prairie dog colonies 

 Document likelihood of new grasshopper control and insecticide spraying if not for the 

agreement to implement the Conservation Measure 

 Document grasshopper control and insecticide spraying on enrolled acres during previous 5 

years 

 Commit to using the Reduced Area & Application Treatments and restricting grasshopper 

control as described 

Performance Monitoring to Support Adaptive Management: 

 Map occupied prairie dog colonies; report to the Association by December 31 of each year or as 

specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Provide details of grasshopper control and insecticide spraying; report use or submit a "no 

grasshopper control and insecticide spraying " statement to the Association by December 31 of 

each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

 Association staff will visit the site at least once every 3 years to verify status of grasshopper 

control and insecticide spraying programs 
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E3 Burrowing Owl and Mountain Plover Benefits: Reducing the chance of secondary poisoning from 

prey control programs will improve quality of available prey, improve life cycle performance, and 

increase overall production success. 

Outreach and Education Needs 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Threat:  Many details on life cycle habitat needs of shortgrass species, and the 

specific locations of suitable shortgrass prairie habitat in the region, are not general knowledge.  

Without that information, well-meaning members of the public can frequently have negative impacts on 

shortgrass species without knowing those impacts are occurring.  Potential negative impacts can include 

habitat fragmentation, human disturbance, and practices that decrease prey availability, among others.  

These impacts can cause shortgrass species to move into more marginal habitats resulting in reduced 

nesting and brood-rearing success and/or prairie dog colonization; and abandon nests or be forced to 

utilize habitats more prone to predation of nests, broods, or adult birds. 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure A:  Work cooperatively with community naturalists, 

conservation districts, and others to develop and fund two media spots describing items of interest 

including the Association's conservation commitments and programs, outlining shortgrass species 

benefits and steps for ranchette management, habitat fragmentation avoidance, road closures, impact 

of insecticides and rodenticides on shortgrass bird species, etc. [1 point for 2 spots, maximum 3 points 

(18 points for small acreage owners) from all E4 options] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of public education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, 

distribution methods, etc.) 

 Commit to implement conservation programs 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 
Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure B:  Work cooperatively with conservation districts to 

sponsor two Small Acreage Workshops or "welcome packets" focusing on shortgrass prairie habitat 

including avoiding/addressing habitat fragmentation, need for weed control, and other positive steps for 

ranchette owners [1 point for 2 workshops, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage owners) 

from all E4 options] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of public education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, 

distribution methods, etc.) 

 Commit to produce and distribute educational materials 

  



Final Environmental Assessment  Thunder Basin Grasslands Prairie Ecosystem Association CCAA/CCA/CA 

February 2017 Page 336 

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 
Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure C:  Commit to develop and present shortgrass species 

related information in classrooms, meetings, etc. [1 point per activity, maximum 3 points (18 points for 

small acreage owners) from all E4 options] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, distribution 

methods, etc.) 

 Commit to produce and distribute educational materials  

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 

Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure D:  Develop/sponsor programs on shortgrass prairie 

habitat including impacts of fragmentation and benefits of weed control; provide to area school 

agriculture and education programs with sufficient quality to be adopted by three teachers [1 point per 

program, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage owners) from all E4 options] 

CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of education material (media type, target audience, subject matter, distribution 

methods, etc.) 

 Commit to produce and distribute educational materials  

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of the educational material to the Association within 60 days of finalization 

Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of education material dissemination (distribution locations, media impressions, 

target audience response, etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in 

the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Conservation Measure E:  Sponsor/host outreach activities (e.g., informational 

meetings, workshops, school tours, etc.) dealing with shortgrass prairie habitat for educators and their 

classes and the interested public [1 point, maximum 3 points (18 points for small acreage owners) from 

all E4 options] 
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CI or CI/CP Information: 

 Provide details of outreach activities (outreach type, target audience, subject matter, 

distribution methods, etc.) 

 Commit to produce and distribute educational materials  

One-time Compliance Monitoring: 

 Submit a copy of any outreach materials to the Association within 60 days of finalization 
Reporting Requirements 

 Report details of outreach activities (locations, media impressions, target audience response, 

etc.) to the Association by December 31 of each year or as specified in the CI or CI/CP 

E4 Shortgrass Prairie Benefits:  Actively participating in development of shortgrass species informational 

messages in a form crafted for the respective audiences and partnering with entities that have a broad 

audience will increase the general public knowledge about shortgrass species.  The messages will 

incorporate vital information on shortgrass species life cycle and habitat needs and will allow listeners to 

make educated decisions about their actions in shortgrass habitat.  This will help reduce negative 

impacts to breeding, production, and/or prairie dog colonization. 


